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Extreme Satisfaction
 
 
Love endures long and is patient and kind . . . it takes no account of the evil done to it, it pays no attention to a suffered wrong.

—I Corinthians 13:4-5

 

 
Brenda Jackson
 



Prologue
 
I need a man.”
When Cathleen McAlister voiced that thought aloud, she was glad the only person around to hear her was her best friend and business partner, Lisa Meadows.
Now that she had Lisa’s attention, she figured she might as well continue her tirade. The office had closed an hour ago, and their staff was probably home by now. The two of them were working late to prepare for a financial seminar they would be presenting tomorrow at one of Birmingham’s largest employers, the Myers-Hansel Corporation.
“What good is all of this without a good man to go home to at night?” she asked, waving her hand at the beautiful office that the two of them shared. To say the office was plush was an understatement. Even the reception area was downright luxurious.
Lisa chuckled. “Hey, I do have a man to go home to when I leave here, Cat. You’re the one who decided not to get seriously involved with anyone while climbing the ladder of success. You saw a man in your life as a distraction. I saw one in my life, while climbing that same ladder, as extreme satisfaction.”
After rolling her eyes at Lisa, Cat did something she’d seldom done in all her twenty-eight years: admitted to being wrong. “Okay, stop gloating, will you? I admit I made a mistake. I had a good thing and I blew it.”
“No,” Lisa said quickly, and with a pointed look. “You did more than just blow it. You shattered it into a thousand pieces when you told Rory just where he could go that night.”
Just hearing her ex-boyfriend’s name made certain parts of Cat’s body tingle. As much as she’d tried, it had been hard, during the past year, to banish Rory Dawkins’s gorgeous image from her mind. Even now she could see him vividly—tall, bowlegged, and in a pair of jeans. She didn’t know of any man who could wear them better or get out of them quicker. Then there were his broad shoulders, narrow waist, fine-as-a-dime butt, and a too-handsome-for-his-own-good face. And she couldn’t forget his performance in bed. She hadn’t known what the big O was until she’d hooked up with him. When it came to making love, he had it down to an art form.
Good grief, she mentally chided and stubbornly admitted, she had been celibate since their breakup; desperately missing the best thing she’d ever had, and foolishly given up, all because she’d started seeing Rory as a threat. He endangered all the goals she had laid out for herself in life.
She could now confess to being downright stupid for letting him walk out of her life. He had started talking about marriage and babies, and she was still thinking of ways to expand her business and make it the most sought-after financial consulting firm in Birmingham—no, the entire state of Alabama.
The word commitment hadn’t been in her vocabulary, and the moment he began hinting at such a thing, she’d sent him packing and told him not to return. Since then, she had discovered how wrong she had been in focusing solely on making it to the top. During her climb, her life had gotten lonelier, and it had lost the meaning it once had. And on top of everything else, her body was going through months of sexual withdrawal, and even the mere mention of Rory’s name got her panties wet.
“I know I screwed up with Rory, and I regret everything I said. That’s why I’m placing him on my wish list.”
Lisa lifted a brow as she turned away from the computer and the PowerPoint document she’d been working on. “What wish list?”
“It’s a list of the things I want, and Rory is at the top of the list. In fact, he’s the only thing on the list, which means I’m going to have to think of a plan to get him back.”
“Well, good luck on that one. The last few times he was over to our place, he didn’t even ask about you. In fact, he hasn’t in quite a while. And like I told you, according to Peyton, he’s seeing some woman who works for Cochrane Enterprises. And although I haven’t met her yet, Peyton has, and he said she’s a cutie, so it seems your loss was her gain.”
Cat frowned. “Do you have to rub it in?”
“It serves you right for letting a good man get away. I tried to warn you, but you wouldn’t listen. You were in love with him, Cat. That much was obvious, but you had to have things your way or no way. You hurt him deeply, and some men can be unforgiving about things like that. Peyton would be, and the reason they’re best friends is because they usually act and think alike.”
Lisa then glanced at her watch. “And speaking of Peyton, let’s finish up here so I can leave within the next twenty minutes. He’s picking me up, and we’re going to Mangos for dinner.”
“I will get. Rory back, Lisa.”
Lisa gave her a doubtful look. “You’re welcome to try.”
“I’ll do more than try. I’ll succeed.”
“Good luck—because after the way you dumped him, you’re definitely going to need all the luck you can get.”
RORY DAWKINS HAD heard enough. He stepped back from the door and quickly left the reception area to head out of the building. His best friend had asked him to come inside to let his wife know he’d arrived a little early and was outside circling the block. They had tried reaching Lisa on her cell phone but discovered she didn’t have it on, and her office number had defaulted to voice mail.
At first Rory had hesitated, knowing there was a strong chance he would run into the one woman he had never stopped loving. But he was determined to face Cat and pretend he was over her, just as he’d assumed she was over him.
Evidently that had been a false assumption.
He had overheard Cat and Lisa’s entire conversation. Once Cat had declared she needed a man, his ears had perked up, and he decided to listen. Shamelessly so. And he was glad that he had. Now he was torn between laughing and punching a damn hole in the nearest wall. So, the woman who had kicked him to the curb because he was becoming too “habit forming,” as she’d so elegantly put it, had placed him on, of all things, her wish list. And she intended to try to get him back?
Hell, he agreed with Lisa. Let her try. He would love for her to try to get him back. He had wondered how long it would take for Cat to wake up and finally realize that the two of them belonged together. But now that she’d come to that conclusion, did she think that she could just waltz back into his life? He needed to show the spirited, successful, and sexy Cat McAlister a thing or two about men. Nobody liked being dropped like a hot potato and then picked up later like a hot fudge sundae.
He might be on Cat’s wish list, but he couldn’t forget that this same time last year he’d been on her dish list. And for that very reason he was determined to prove to her, once and for all, that mega success was nothing without. . . What was the phrase Lisa had used? Oh yeah, “extreme satisfaction.”
Cat definitely had a lesson coming, and he would enjoy being the one to teach it. And it would be a while before he told her that he hadn’t been involved with a woman at Cochrane Enterprises. It was a story that he and Peyton had fabricated for Lisa’s benefit, since they knew she would occasionally try pumping him for information to feed to Cat regarding his love life or lack of one.
He and Peyton had agreed it was better for Cat to believe he had moved on with his life and was not somewhere pining over her, as he’d actually been doing. A man did have his pride, after all, and at thirty-three, he was too old to play games. But this was one game he intended to play, since Cat had unknowingly placed the ball in his court.
As he stepped onto the elevator, he thought that twelve months was a long time for the woman he had always considered his future wife to finally come to her senses, and he wondered just what her strategy was going to be. But no matter what her overconfident and goal-oriented mind came up with, at least he would be prepared.
A full-curve smile touched his lips. Cat McAlister was going to find out that a prepared Rory Dawkins was a force to reckon with.
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A WEEK LATER
 
Something made Rory glance up, and he couldn’t help inwardly smiling when he did so. Now that his Cat knew what she wanted, she wasn’t wasting any time going after it.
She’d known he would be here, at Colin and Melody’s party. After all, it was an annual event, this year celebrating the couple’s marriage of four years, especially since their families hadn’t thought it would last. Colin was the epitome of an introvert, and Mel was as extroverted as one could get.
Another thing Rory couldn’t forget was that it was after the party last year, when he’d taken Cat home, and after they’d made passionate love—as passionate as it could get—that she had dumped him. So he guessed in a way tonight marked their anniversary, as well.
Although he wasn’t surprised to see her, the impact of her presence jolted him, and he quickly turned back around and tried to focus on the conversation going on with Peyton and a couple of their friends. But still, he had seen enough of her already, and she looked stunning.
Her hair was hanging in soft waves over the creamy skin of her shoulders, and dark brown eyes, a pert nose, and a pair of kissable lips were attached to a gorgeous coffee-colored face. Then there was her body. The dress she was wearing, with a scarf around the middle, placed a lot of emphasis on her tiny waistline and her curvy hips. They were hips he had ridden a number of times. And just thinking about all the positions they’d tried got him all heated inside, and he felt his groin tighten. Damn, if he kept this up, he would have to take a step outside to let the night air cool him off. This was only the second time he’d seen her since their breakup. It hadn’t been easy, since they shared a lot of the same friends, but he had worked hard to keep distance between them and had succeeded in doing so.
He met Peyton’s gaze. His best friend had seen her, too. They smiled in silent acknowledgment. There was nothing more beautiful than a sexy woman on the prowl for one particular man.
THE MOMENT CAT saw Rory standing across the room talking to a bunch of guys, her knees felt wobbly. It didn’t matter that his back was to her. She would recognize that gorgeous butt and those sharply defined muscles anywhere, in or out of clothes.
She glanced to the opposite side of the room, met Lisa’s eyes, and smiled. Her best friend knew her plans and had even agreed to go along with them, and for that Cat was grateful. Everyone made mistakes, and although a year ago on this very night she had practically made her bed, she refused to just lie in it. . . not alone, and not when she could have Rory back in it. As she watched further, Lisa nodded, letting her know that Rory had come alone and hadn’t brought the woman he was presently seeing. A bubble of hope swelled in Cat’s chest. If Rory hadn’t brought his new girlfriend to a party where he knew the majority of his circle of friends would be, maybe things weren’t as serious between them as Lisa thought.
Cat shrugged. In a way it didn’t matter, since whoever the woman was, she would find out soon enough that Rory was meant for someone else. Unfortunately Cat had been late in realizing that she was meant for him, too. But now that she had and she knew how much she loved him, she wanted him back. And she wouldn’t stop until he was back in her life on a permanent basis. All was fair in love and war, and she was on full attack.
Deciding she needed to circulate, she moved around the room, knowing that pretty soon Rory would know she was there. Whether he cared or not was a different story. But she hoped he at least noticed. She had taken extreme care with her appearance tonight and noticed more than one single man (as well as a few married ones) glancing her way, checking her out. Most everyone there she knew since she had known Melody, since high school. Cat had moved back to Birmingham three years ago, after being gone for ten years, and she had met Rory at Lisa and Peyton’s wedding. Rory and Peyton’s friendship had begun in college, and they had remained the best of friends and were partners in a landscaping business that was doing quite well on a national scale.
From the moment she and Rory had met, the attraction between them was instantaneous, explosive, and passionate. In no time at all, she’d discovered he was a rarity—a combination of good looks and all-around Mr. Nice Guy. She had never given a thought to not dating him, although she’d known that her plans to relocate back home to start a business with Lisa meant a lot of hard work and time-consuming devotion. But no matter how crazy her days got, there had been Rory, who’d kept her nights sane and well balanced. And no matter how good things were between them, she remained focused on her goals and kept sight of her priorities. Their ten-month affair was doing just great. . . until he’d mentioned the word marriage.
“Cat, how are you?”
Cat forced herself not to roll her eyes upon hearing the sound of Danielle Stockman’s voice. The woman could grate on her last nerve and had always done so, even in high school. Although Danielle and Mel were good friends, Lisa and Cat could barely tolerate her. Danielle’s father had been a wealthy attorney around town who’d given his daughter the best. Danielle hadn’t hesitated to flaunt what she had to all her classmates, especially those from lower-income families who were less well off.
Cat and Lisa had been labeled have-nots, whose parents could barely make ends meet. And Danielle could never understand why Mel, whose father was Danielle’s father’s law partner, had made friends with Cat and Lisa, girls not in their social class. Cat could credit people like Danielle for making her so hard-driven to accomplish so much in life: to prove that a McAlister could rise above poverty level and become a success.
Cat turned and plastered a phony smile on her face. “Hello, Danielle. I’m fine. What about you?”
“Umm, I’m fine, too,” she said, checking out Cat’s outfit. Cat knew it would kill the woman to give her a compliment about how she looked. Instead, she was looking for some fault, which was a typical Danielle way. “Your dress is simply divine, and it’s such a beautiful color. But it makes you look—”
“Cat, glad you came, and you look incredible.” Mel’s comment, as well as her sistah hug, drowned out whatever it was Danielle said or was going to say.
Cat smiled. “You know I wouldn’t miss it, and thanks.” She glanced around. “It looks like everyone is here.”
“Yes, even Rory,” Danielle threw out in a snotty tone. “I hear he has a new girlfriend.”
Amazingly, Cat managed to hold her smile. “Really? Then I’m happy for him. Now if you two will excuse me, I want to go over there and say hello to Lisa.”
Mel squeezed her hand in understanding. No one could tolerate Danielle in large doses. “Okay. Just enjoy yourself and don’t forget that me, you, and Lisa have a lunch date next week.”
Cat nodded. “I won’t.”
As she walked over to where Lisa was standing talking to Mr. and Mrs. Combs, Mel’s parents, she made it a point to cross Rory’s line of vision. She refused to look his way but walked at a pace that would give him a pretty good view. When she reached Lisa, she smiled. There was no way Rory hadn’t seen her, which meant she had accomplished the first phase of her plan, and before the night was over, she intended to put the rest into action. She had deliberately caught a cab to the party with the full intention of Rory taking her home. And once they got there . . .
“Cathleen, it’s good to see you,” Mel’s mother said, giving her a huge hug. She then received hugs from Mel’s father and Lisa, as well. The four of them spent the next fifteen minutes talking about the possibility of Mr. Combs running for mayor next year before Mel’s parents got called away.
“Well, what was Rory’s reaction when he saw me?” she asked Lisa excitedly once they were alone. She knew her friend had been watching.
Lisa shrugged. “It was hard to tell. He glanced up but then he resumed listening to what the guys were saying.”
Cat frowned, disappointed. “You mean his gaze didn’t linger?”
Lisa shook her head. “No, sorry, but he seemed more interested in what Robert Hull was saying than in noticing you.”
Cat wished Lisa wouldn’t be so brutally honest at times, but then that’s what made her a special friend. Unlike Danielle, she was genuine and not phony.
“Okay, then, that means I’m going to have to turn up the heat.” She looked over in the direction where he’d been standing and saw him open the glass patio door to slip outside. Now was her chance. “Excuse me for a second, Lisa. It’s time for me and Mr. Dawkins to come face-to-face, don’t you think?”
__________
 
RORY LEANED AGAINST the brick post and pulled in a shallow breath. He had needed to get out of there to get a grip and to regain control. When Cat had walked by, she had moved with such a sensuous grace that he quickly had to take his eyes off her. But still, through his peripheral vision, he hadn’t missed the feminine sway of her hips that had made his groin go tight again. He knew then that he had to escape to the outside before a telltale sign of how much he wanted her began to show.
And his present frame of mind wasn’t helping matters. He felt downright horny and had a definite need to get laid. Going without for a year had been murder on his hormones, but he’d refused to get intimate with anyone other than the woman he loved.
But he couldn’t go there with Cat even if he wanted to. His future wife had a lesson to learn first, and no matter how much the wait killed him, she would have to accept things on his terms and not on hers. Wanting to have things her way was the reason they were apart now. And he didn’t plan to go through this type of separation from her again. Any relationship with Cat meant forever, and she needed to understand that clearly. He needed to be sure she was ready for them to move forward, and he wanted to know what had made her change her mind. If this was nothing more than a spurt of hormonal need, then he wanted no part of it.
Before meeting her, he’d never been involved in a relationship that lasted more than a few months, had never given any thought to falling in love. But he had taken one look at her that day at Peyton and Lisa’s wedding, and that rare phenomenon called love had ripped through him. And he’d known she was the one woman for him without them exchanging even a single word.
They dated for four months before they slept together, so although she could turn him on like nobody’s business, it hadn’t been just sex between them. The sex was better than hot, but then there was also something special about sitting down with her and talking for hours about how his life as a child had been while in and out of foster homes, and sharing information about his workdays. And she had been open about her past, too. He knew she came from a family of six and how her parents had made the ultimate sacrifice of sending all their offspring to college. He’d had nothing against the driving force that pushed her to achieve, and had admired her for it. What he had been against was her willingness to throw away what they’d had because of it.
He heard the patio door opening and hoped to God it wasn’t Danielle. The woman had been hitting on him ever since he’d arrived. Didn’t she have any shame? he wondered. And what about loyalty? After all, she was also Cat’s friend.
“Beautiful night, isn’t it?”
The sound of that voice made the erection he’d gotten under control suddenly spring to life again. He was grateful the patio was dark except for one lone light fixture whose beam wasn’t hitting him. But still he decided to wait a few seconds before turning around and spoke over his shoulder. “Yes, it is.” After a few moments, he slowly turned around. “How have you been, Cat?” he asked smoothly.
Although the light wasn’t hitting him, it was hitting her, and he had to forcibly quell his body’s response to seeing her and being outside and alone with her. Even from across the distance, he could smell her perfume, a sensuous scent that was uniquely her.
“I’ve been fine. What about you?”
“It’s mid-March, the beginning of spring, our busiest time of the year, but it’s all good.” After a brief pause, he said, “I understand you and Lisa have moved into your new building. Peyton says it’s nice.”
“It is. You have to drop by one day, and I’ll be glad to give you a tour.”
She had no idea that he had dropped by already, and rather recently. “Thanks.”
“Rory, I—”
“Well, I’d better go back inside now,” he said quickly, not ready for anything else she had to say. The serious look in her eyes communicated what was coming, but as far as he was concerned, a pat apology just wouldn’t cut it for him right now. He had suffered for twelve long months.
“It was nice seeing you tonight, Cat, and I’m glad to know you’re doing well. I’ll be seeing you around.”
Not giving her a chance to say anything else, he quickly walked past her and went back inside.
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I guess I didn’t turn up the heat enough,” Cat said quietly, looking into her wineglass. Disappointment etched in every word as she, Melody, and Lisa sat at a table in their favorite restaurant for lunch a few days later.
Lisa and Mel shared a look before Lisa said, grinning, “Oh, I think you did. Mel and I couldn’t help noticing when Rory came back that he was turned on as all get-out. That’s probably why he left the party so soon.”
Cat snapped her head up. “Are the two of you serious?” Hope was in her eyes and her voice.
“Yes, we’re serious, Cat, so I wouldn’t throw in the towel yet if I were you,” Mel said, taking a sip of her own wine. “If nothing else, you proved one thing. Rory is still attracted to you.”
“Yes, it definitely appeared that way,” Lisa tacked on.
Suddenly in a much better mood, Cat leaned back in her chair and smiled. That was definitely news she’d needed to hear. She had been down in the dumps since seeing him that night. “Now if I can get him to stay in my presence more than five minutes to let him know how I feel. The only way we can really repair our relationship is for us to spend time together. That’s the only way I can seek his forgiveness for what I did. I didn’t realize just how much I loved him until he wasn’t in my life anymore. It seemed like a part of me was missing. I’m sorry it took me almost a year to discover he’d been right all along and that the two of us were meant for each other.”
“So what are you going to do now?” Mel asked.
“Think of a way to get him off somewhere, without any interruptions.”
Lisa’s eyes lit mischievously. “I think I have an idea how you can accomplish that.”
“How?”
“Peyton and Rory have planned a fishing trip to the cabin this coming weekend. What if I come up with a reason for Peyton not to go, which means Rory will be there all alone?”
“Mmm,” Cat said thoughtfully, already liking the idea as numerous possibilities flowed through her mind. Then one she didn’t like suddenly popped up. “What if he asks his new girlfriend to go with him if Peyton backs out?”
Lisa pursed her lips, considering, and then spoke. “Her name is Shari, and a few weeks ago I asked Rory for her phone number, so I could invite her to do something with me that weekend since he would be away. That would give me the chance to get to know her.”
At Cat’s glare, Lisa quickly added, “That was before I knew you had come to your senses and wanted him back. Anyway, he said she would be out of town herself that weekend. In that case, I doubt she’ll be there.”
Cat felt better in knowing that. However if her plan worked, Rory would be faced with making a choice—her or Shari—and Cat was going to make sure she did everything to reconcile things between them. She had actually thought being a success was everything, but now she understood what Rory had tried to make her see. Success wouldn’t be there with her on those cold nights, nor was success something she could count on when she needed a friend to talk to. She could tell from their brief conversation that past weekend that Rory had his guard up with her and he would continue to keep it up. She had to try more than ever to breach it.
“Okay,” she said, looking at Lisa. “You come up with a reason to keep Peyton at home, and I’ll think of a way to make sure this weekend turns out to be one that Rory will remember for a long time.”
Mel held up her wineglass. “Here’s to getting your man back,” she toasted.
Cat laughed and raised her glass along with Mel and Lisa. “Getting Rory back,” they all chimed.
THE NEXT DAY
 
Peyton waited until he knew his wife had pulled out of the drive-way and then called Rory on his cell phone. He smiled. “Hey man, just thought I’d give you a heads-up. Our women are cooking something behind our backs.”
Rory, who had been outside cutting his yard, leaned against his kitchen counter after taking a huge gulp of water straight from an icy cold bottle. “How can you be so sure?”
“Because Lisa convinced me not to go fishing with you this weekend,” he said smugly. “She wants me to go with her this weekend to visit her cousin in Atlanta.”
“And you’re giving up fishing for that?”
“Hey, man, what can I say? She put her persuasive skills to work, and before I knew it, I was agreeing to anything she wanted. You can call me weak—I don’t give a damn. However, I prefer to be called satisfied instead.”
Rory chuckled. “Okay, man, I get the picture.”
“You know this is a setup don’t you?” Peyton then said. “And how much do you want to bet that Cat is going to show up at the cabin now that I’m out of the picture.”
Desire raced through Rory’s body. He definitely liked the thought of hanging out with her alone at the cabin for an entire weekend. Yes, it sounded like a setup, and if it was, little did the woman he loved know that he had his own personal agenda. He planned to teach her a lesson that she wouldn’t forget.
CAT LEFT WORK early on Friday to go home and pack, a chore she found easy, since she was taking as little clothing as possible. Although she knew that it would take more than seduction to bring Rory around, she believed when all else failed, hit a man right below the gut.
And she planned to hit hard.
The question of what his initial reaction would be upon seeing her at the door lingered in her mind. Would he get upset and close the door in her face, or would he pull her into his arms and kiss her? The thought of him doing the latter filled her with all kinds of anticipation. She could actually feel the hard demanding mouth on hers, tasting, promising, but more important, surrendering.
Cat’s entire body hummed at the thought, and she allowed herself to indulge further as images of those deep, chocolate brown eyes latching on her just moments before Rory picked her up in his arms to carry her off to the bedroom to make intense love to her. Adrenaline, excitement, love laced with lust flared within her stomach, and she knew if any of the scenarios she’d imagined took place, then this Shari would be old news.
An hour later, Cat was on the road, heading toward Georgia and a section of land near Blairsville that Peyton’s parents had given the couple as a wedding gift. The area was rich with prestigious horse farms, large country estates, riverfront homes, and breathtaking mountain views that opened not only your eyes, but also your soul. She would always remember the first time Rory had brought her here alone. They had cruised the back roads leading to the cabin, taking in the beauty of the mountains. And once they’d reached their destination and unpacked, they had taken in the splendor of each other when they had made love for the first time.
So for her and Rory, this would be coming full circle, going back to the place where their intimate life together had begun, and she hoped to mend the tear she had placed in their relationship. Based on the information Lisa had given her yesterday, if her calculations were right, Rory would reach their destination four hours before she did, and Cat hoped that Lisa’s claim that he would be alone was an accurate one. She didn’t want to think about her embarrassment if it wasn’t.
Scratch that. Wipe that thought out completely.
She refused to think of that possibility. Her hopes for this weekend were too high. For the past twelve months she’d been like a woman trapped underwater, and now that she was finally coming up for air, she planned to breathed in as much of it as she could. Already in the deep recesses of her mind, Rory’s manly scent was filling her nostrils, and she couldn’t help remembering that scent mingling with his taste whenever they kissed.
Sensations suddenly swamped her senses, and as she took the interstate that crossed the Alabama line into Georgia, everything faded from her mind, except thoughts of her and Rory spending time together.
RORY GLANCED DOWN at his watch. It was almost six in the afternoon. He’d been at the cabin only a few hours and already he was champing at the bit, wondering when Cat would show up. What if Peyton’s assumptions were all wrong and she had no intention of coming? Hell, he didn’t want to think of that possibility, since he had spent the past two days thinking of an angle he could use that would really throw her for a loop.
According to Peyton, Lisa and Cat’s plan was for Cat to arrive, claiming there was some sort of a mix-up, since Lisa had given her the okay to use the cabin for that same weekend. And now since the two of them were stuck here together . . . Oh, well. . . .
Rory snorted. Cat would get just what she wanted but on his terms, and she would have to be the one to prove that a future, and not just a temporary sexual fix, was what she really wanted.
His ears picked up the sound of a car pulling in outside. He swallowed, knowing the time to play-act had arrived. He hated being deceitful, but then, there was a reason for this madness.
He had deliberately parked his SUV in the garage out back to make the story Cat would tell seem even more plausible. Thanks to Lisa, Cat had her own key and was supposed to walk into the cabin and act surprised to see him. He would play as dumfounded as she while she explained there must have been a mix-up on cabin dates.
Yeah. Right.
He glanced around. The cabin looked cozy enough with the wood burning in the fireplace. He had unpacked and unloaded the food in the refrigerator. He had showered earlier and changed into another pair of jeans and a T-shirt. And now he waited for her to walk through the door. As he watched the doorknob slowly turn, he knew this weekend they would either get their act together or end things completely.
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With her overnight bag in her hand, Cat slowly opened the door, and immediately her eyes connected with Rory’s, who was standing across the room next to a lit fireplace.
Silence stretched out for a moment as their gazes held. She closed the door behind her as she tried collecting herself to act surprised to see him, but at the moment the only thought that filled her mind was that he was there . . . alone with her. But still, she knew she had to become the actress she and Lisa had cooked up.
“So,” she tried to say calmly. “What are you doing here?” His eyes on her seemed hot and focused. Or was she just imagining things?
“I should ask you the same thing, Cat.”
His words barely registered, but the sound of his voice did. It was low, sexy, a total turn-on. And then there was that wonderful-looking mouth of his that could do so many naughty and wicked things to her. “Lisa,” she said softly.
He stared at her. “What about Lisa?”
Her lashes flickered as she held Rory’s gaze and hoped he’d buy what she was about to say, since she was not a very good liar. “She thought you and Peyton were canceling the fishing trip this weekend, and when I told her that I needed to get away and asked if I could use this place, she said it would be okay.”
Rory leaned back against the mantel. “Peyton backed out. I decided to come ahead alone. Evidently Lisa didn’t know that.”
“I guess not,” she said faintly, barely following their conversation. Her concentration was on Rory’s body. The tightness of his muscles looked good in the pair of close-fitting, sexy jeans he was wearing, which emphasized every physical line in his body, his every bulge. As usual, her pulse quickened in appreciation whenever she saw him in a pair of jeans. He looked so compelling, so handsome, and the magnetism radiating from him was so intense, she was losing her train of thought. It was only when she noticed his mouth move that she realized he’d said something.
“I’m sorry, could you repeat that?” she asked.
He nodded. “You said the reason you asked Lisa about coming here was because you had needed to get away. Why?”
Cat knew that now would be the perfect moment to level with him and tell him the truth. And although she believed that honesty was the best policy, this was one of those rare times she would have to make an exception to that rule. She had hurt Rory that night. She’d said things that she had later regretted. And now she was filled with uncertainty over whether the seduction she planned to orchestrate would work. Lisa and Mel were convinced that Rory still wanted her. But did he still love her?
“Cat?”
Hearing him call her name made her inhale a deep breath. She didn’t want to play games with him. She make a quick decision to come right out and tell him just what was bothering her and what a complete fool she’d been, and that she now wanted all those things he had wanted, all those things he had offered her a year ago: love, commitment, marriage, babies . . .
Dropping her bag by the door, she walked to the middle of the room to start speaking from her heart. “The reason I needed to get away, Rory, is because I’ve been torn and miserable since we broke up and—”
“I’ve been torn and miserable since we broke up too,” he said, interrupting her words.
Hope flared within Cat. “You have?”
“Yes.” Rory discovered that holding a conversation with her wasn’t easy, especially since his gaze seemed glued to the soft material of her blouse and short, short skirt that showed long gorgeous bare legs and hugged her curvy hips in all the right places. But then he doubted there were any wrong places anywhere on Cat.
And it didn’t take much to see that she wasn’t wearing a bra. Whether she had on panties was a mystery in itself. But it would stand to reason that if she had planned to seduce him, Cat would have dispensed with the small stuff. Her favorite way of getting it on was quick and hard, especially whenever she was in an extremely sexually hungry state.
And he could tell from the way she was looking at him, the way her gaze was traveling over him slowly, taking in every piece of his clothing and the body underneath, that she was intensely stimulated. If Peyton’s claim was true and she hadn’t been with anyone else since their breakup, then she was probably in one hell of an erotic dilemma. Cat was one hell of a highly charged sexual being. There were times he could make her come just from kissing her, and the look she had in her eyes was making his skin heat up. But he knew he had to slow things up a bit, to initiate his own plan and give her something to think about, to mull over . . . to set right.
He moved, crossing the room to come stand before her. “You were right, Cat, and although it took me a while, I finally realized that everything you said that night was true. Marriage isn’t for everyone, and it wasn’t fair for me to push you into doing something you weren’t ready for. And from the way things have been going in my life, it seems that I really wasn’t ready for such a move either. I had only thought I wanted to marry you.”
Cat’s heart suddenly dropped down into her knees, and she had to hold herself up to stop from falling. “You only thought you wanted to marry me?”
“Yes. I saw what Mel, Colin, and Lisa and Peyton had, and assumed that I wanted it for myself. For us.”
“But you realized later that you didn’t?” she asked, the words forming a tight knot in her chest. A huge disappointment in her heart.
“Yes. And I agree with everything you said. Why mess up a good thing with a commitment? You and I were doing okay having an affair, and I should have left well enough alone. But no, I didn’t do that. I had this vision of us getting married, having babies, and living happily ever after. But there’s more to life than falling in love, isn’t there? And you made me see that.”
“I did?” she asked, not knowing what else to say.
“Yes,” he said, reaching out and taking her hands in his, stroking a palm with his thumb, sending pleasure radiating through her body. “I wanted to talk to you last week at Colin and Mel’s party, but couldn’t. The timing wasn’t right. But it looks like fate brought us together this weekend, and I want you to know how I feel, how I’ve been feeling. I want us to get back together, Cat, pick up where we left off a year ago.”
She took a deep breath and pulled her hands away from his and placed them in the pockets of her skirt. Things definitely weren’t going the way she had planned. He was using all the words she had spoken a year ago in anger, in fear of entrusting her life to a committed relationship, to end things between them.
“By picking up where we left off, you mean you want us to engage in another affair? One that has no promises of ever leading else-where?” she asked quietly.
He nodded, watching her closely. “Yes. That sort of relationship seems to work between us the best. We won’t date others like before, but then we won’t bring up certain words, like love and marriage, ever again. That way neither of us will feel pressured about anything. It will be just like you wanted. No strings attached and no expectations.”
He had hated lying to her, but those had been the words she had thrown in his face that night, the words that had caused him twelve months of heartache. And it would be up to her to set things right between them, and he hoped to God that she did so before the weekend was over. He didn’t want either of them to leave Sunday until they knew for sure that their future was dead set with each other and that it included love and marriage.
No strings attached and no expectations. A part of Cat had heard Rory’s words and wanted to cry out that she might have wanted things that way then, but now she wanted love and marriage. A part of her felt angry, frustrated, caught in a trap of her own making. His offer of a loveless relationship was something she would have been glad to agree to last year, but now . . .
Suddenly remembering something, she tilted her head and gave him a pointed look. “What about your new girlfriend?”
“My new girlfriend?”
“Yes, her name was Shari or something.”
“We broke up last month.”
She stared at him. Confused. Lisa must not have known that. “You broke up with your girlfriend a month ago?”
“Yes.” Moments later he asked, “Are you seeing anyone?”
A part of her wanted to tell him that although he had sought out someone else after their breakup, she had not. But then she had to remember she was the one who’d decided that she no longer wanted him as part of her life. “No, I’m not seeing anyone.”
“Then is there any reason we can’t resume what we once had?”
For the moment Cat kept her expression noncommittal, thinking that yes, there was a reason. She loved him, and she now wanted those things he had wanted back then. But it seemed he had moved on. It would be hard to maintain the type of relationship he wanted, knowing what her feelings were. But then, she had gotten herself in this mess and it was up to her to get herself out of it.
She could either tell him that she’d been wrong and wanted more than what he was offering, or she could go along with him for now and formulate another plan to make him fall heads over heel in love with her again, make him crave commitment and marriage.
Hoping she wasn’t making a mistake, she lowered her lashes and then slowly raised them provocatively, until she met his gaze and said, “It depends on what kind of weekend you want.”
They held each other’s eyes, and then he leaned over close and spoke in a low, sexy tone. His lips were just inches from hers. “How about an unforgettable one?”
“I think—” She made her decision and wrapped her arms around his neck. Her body was beginning to tingle, her nerve endings were sizzling, and her senses were reeling. “—that it will work.”
She then pulled his mouth to hers and began kissing him deeply.
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Rory’s entire body immediately responded. And when Cat sucked his tongue into her mouth, he growled deep within his throat and slanted his mouth across hers, suddenly becoming unbearably aroused.
He felt seared by the kiss she was giving him, and already her fingers were working at the fastening of his jeans, pulling down his zipper. He could taste the urgency of her kiss. She was hungry and hot. He thought of suggesting that she slow down, but when she reached inside his jeans, discovered he wasn’t wearing any underwear, and immediately took hold of his shaft, any such words died on his lips.
All the while, her mouth continued to devour his.
“I want you, Rory,” she whispered, breaking off the kiss and taking a step back. He watched as she quickly pulled her blouse over her head and tossed it aside. Just as he’d thought. She wasn’t wearing a bra. And then her hand went to the side zipper of her skirt, and within seconds it slid down her legs into a pool at her feet, leaving her totally and completely naked. His suspicions about the panties had been right also. She wasn’t wearing any.
His chest began vibrating with uncontrollable desire, and he ripped his own shirt over his head. And since she had already unfastened and unzipped his jeans, it didn’t take much to finish removing them. It seemed that she intended to jump his bones, when she came back into his arms, and holding on tightly to his shoulders, she wrapped her legs around his waist. He sucked in a deep breath when he felt the dampness between her legs brush against his huge erection.
She claimed his mouth again, and he knew it was his time to take charge and lead them into something that was uninhibited and unadulterated. When it came to making love, there was no limitations, no dos and don’ts. Whenever passion flared this out of control between them, there was no gentleness or politeness. Those were the times when they both liked being aggressive and uncivilized.
And this would be one of those times they took it to the max.
“Take me, Rory, hard, fast. Now!”
He didn’t have to be told twice and quickly headed for the nearest wall and pressed her body against it. Sexual energy crackled between them, and seemingly of their own accord, the legs wrapped around his waist widened, undeniably ready for him to take possession.
“Are you sure you want this?” he asked, his tongue darting out to lick the area around her lips.
“Oh, yes.” Cat reached down and took him into her hand. The moment she touched him there again, heat flared through every point in his body, building a blazing fire within him.
“Then get ready, because here I come . . . one of many.”
“Oh, that sounds good, and this feels good too,” she said, running her hand over the iron-ridged hardness of his erection, the smoothness of its head, stroking him into oblivion.
Rory was about to lose it, but somehow he managed to ask, “You’re still on the pill?”
She met his gaze. “Yes.” Her words came out as a whisper. “And I haven’t done this with anyone else since you.”
His gaze burned into hers when he said, “I haven’t done this with anyone else since you either.”
He watched the slow lifting of her brow and knew now would be a perfect time to tell her there was never a Shari. There had never been anyone but her. But he knew to do so would mean divulging other things, providing explanations, and even now although he knew she wanted this, she wanted him, he wasn’t sure she wanted a future.
“You and Shari never made love?” She asked, like the information had left her breathless and dizzy. She of all people knew how sexual he was.
“No. We never got that far. Besides, I couldn’t imagine going inside any woman’s body other than yours.” And that had been the truth. No other woman could turn him on as quickly and as completely.
“Oh, Rory. That means . . . ”
“Yeah.” He shuddered at the same time she did at the thought. That meant he would definitely be keeping her on her back this weekend, against the wall, on the table, on the floor, in the shower. Whenever. Wherever. They had twelve months to make up for. But somehow during those intimate moments he would break through her mind’s defenses—as well as her heart’s—and make her realize an affair was the last thing the two of them wanted to share. There had to be something more solid and concrete between them.
Something more permanent.
When he leaned forward to kiss her, the thought of forever was on his mind, and when he felt her place the tip of him against her wet opening, he entered her in one hard stroke.
He released a low growl when he felt her muscles clamp tight on his throbbing erection. He sank in deeper, with the intent of going to the hilt. And to accommodate him, she spread her legs wider, seemingly needing him as much as he needed her.
And this weekend, he intended for her to get as much of him as she could take. He intended to have his Cat purring one minute and scratching heatedly the next. He intended for her to see that in bed or out, they were meant to be together.
CAT PULLED BACK from Rory’s kiss and met his intense gaze when a torrent of sensations overtook her at being completely filled by him. They were so closely connected that the firm and solid plane of his stomach rested smack up against the flatness of hers. And she could feel the thick width and length of him, throbbing inside her. Her inner muscles gently squeezed him, and she heard another low growl come from deep within his throat. And when he began to move, in and out, she grabbed hold of his shoulders as the lower part of her body picked up the rhythm he was creating.
When he went in, their bodies would automatically lock tight while he grinded her almost into the wall, forcing her body to arch into him for even deeper penetration. Then he would pull out. Almost. The friction of flesh sliding against flesh made sensation after sensation roll through her. An urgency for more was creeping up her spine, rushing blood through her veins, and making more heat settle in the area where their bodies connected.
And then he increased the tempo and went faster, harder. Cat wondered if it was possible for a person’s body to shatter into a thousand pieces—because hers was definitely heading there. He was wringing her out wet. She gasped when he went deeper, harder still, and wondered if her body would make a permanent impression on the wall.
His movements became even more frantic, urgent, his breathing that much more forced. And the dark eyes that dared her to look away filled her to overflowing. She loved him. She would always love him. And she was determined that before they left the cabin, he would know just how much and that an affair would not work for them.
Then she felt him stiffen, felt the first sign of a release shoot inside her. And the moment she felt it—the hot, sticky substance his body had created—she shuddered, and his name slipped from her lips just moments before he captured them in his.
He rocked into her, time and time again, when the big O hit both of them, throwing their bodies into long, deep, mind-blowing spasms. Of all the times they’d made love, she’d never known a time that had been so powerful or so intense. She couldn’t hold back the convulsions that began overtaking her as another intense and fiery orgasm ripped through her.
He hollered out her name, and she felt it again, a thick stream of release shooting inside her, making their connection that much more profound, intimate, and urgent. And when he gripped her hips to get the full effect, she knew if she hadn’t been on the pill, there was no way she wouldn’t be getting pregnant at this very moment.
When he released another hard groan, his shaft tightened inside her. She held hard to his shoulders and knew round two was about to begin. She also knew that one day she would have his baby . . . as well as his heart. With this man she would have all the things she’d ever wanted but had been afraid to go after.
A life with Rory was all that really mattered to her. It was the only thing she wanted.
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Hungry?”
Cat shifted positions on the black leather sofa, not remembering how and when she’d gotten there, and glanced over at Rory. He was on the floor naked, on his knees, placing more logs in the fireplace. He looked so completely male, so powerfully sexual, that all she could do was stare. Apparently he didn’t know just what a tempting pose he was in. He had one of the finest butts that she’d ever seen.
When she didn’t answer, he glanced over his shoulder and saw just where her gaze had been. He smiled. “What are you doing?”
“Watching you.”
“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”
She laughed. “Considering how we’ve spent the first hour, I’d like to think its a good thing.”
“I’d like to think so too. I miss being with you.”
“In bed?”
He was glad she’d asked. “No, sex between us will always be good. But I missed your company, as well. I missed knowing you would be coming by on Friday nights and I would talk you into staying over. I miss taking you to the movies, dinner, and our talks. Hell, I missed spending time with you, period, Cat.”
He watched a slow smile touch her lips. She liked knowing she’d been missed. “And do you know what the hardest day was of all?” he asked.
“No, what?”
“Your birthday. I know how special your birthday is to you, and I regretted not being there to make it even more exceptional.”
She shifted, trying to get more comfortable on the sofa while remembering that day. Her parents never had a lot of money, but they always made sure each of their six children had birthdays they would remember. There had never been a birthday when she didn’t get something, even if it was something inexpensive like a box of crayons and a coloring book.
She glanced back over at Rory. “Dad said you came by.” Her parents and Rory had developed a close relationship that didn’t end when the affair had. Although her mother and father never brought it up, she heard Rory had dropped by to check on them periodically.
“Yes, I decided to leave my gift to you with your father instead of dropping it off at your place.”
Cat nodded, remembering the beautiful bracelet he’d given her. Considering they had broken up, at the time she’d thought it had been kind of him to get her anything. She had left a message on his answering machine thanking him. “You could have come over, Rory.”
“No, I couldn’t.”
Startled, she blinked. And then she remembered. She had said a lot of things to him that night, and now she vividly recalled telling him not to show his face around her place again. She suddenly felt a thick knot in her throat. It was a wonder he was even speaking to her. She’d been in rare form that night and had gone off on him something terrible.
“Rory, I—”
“No, it doesn’t matter,” he said, crawling back over to the sofa. “We’re back together, and that’s all that matters.” He reached out and slowly began caressing her arm. “We want the same things now, so there won’t be a misunderstanding between us ever again. Neither of us want love and commitment. Now, I’m going to ask you again. Are you hungry?”
Hearing him state that false assumption hurt. “Yes, I’m hungry.”
He stood, and then he took her hand and pulled her up with him. Neither had bothered to put their clothes back on. “Then I think we’d better get dressed so I can feed you. How do salmon patties and grits sound?”
“Mouthwatering.”
“Like this?”
He pulled her closer to him, and the mouth that settled over hers was firm, and the taste and scent of him were renewing her senses. Cat practically melted against him, and she felt herself moaning deep in her throat. When he raised his head, the eyes looking down at her were dark, heated.
“Umm, no. Not even close. Mouthwatering salmon patties can’t compete with your kiss,” she said honestly. “And I think that’s what I missed the most. Seeing you each day, and knowing that before you left at night you would give me a kiss to make my toes tingle, a kiss that would make it much easier to get through the next day. Then there were our talks, and the time we spent together doing things, like the time you showed me how to landscape my yard. There were so many things I missed not having you around, Rory.”
Hearing her say that made him feel good. She’d never admitted that she liked having him around before, although he’d assumed she did. Her saying it definitely hit a positive chord. He bent his head and took her mouth gently. The warmth of his lips touching hers increased his pulse rate.
Cat reached out and cupped the back of Rory’s head. She could tell from his expression that her words had surprised him. Had he not known she had enjoyed his company? If that was the case, then she would use time this weekend to make sure he understood that now she knew how special things had been between them, and he was wrong in thinking she didn’t want love and commitment. But if a loveless affair was all he was interested in now, what was she going to do?
When he ended the kiss, she buried her face against his throat. “My overnight bag is still where I left it, by the door,” she said, needing to concentrate on something other than his mouth.
“Need help unpacking?”
“I packed light, which means I didn’t bring a lot of clothes.”
“Oh, and why was that?” he asked, sliding his palm along her cheek.
Cat inwardly berated herself for almost giving something away. “I thought I was going to be here alone and didn’t need a lot of clothes. I had planned to spend most of my time inside.”
“Well, I’m here with you, and you’ll be spending some time outside, starting in the morning. How would you like going fishing with me?”
“Fishing?”
“Yes.”
She grinned. “Umm, that will depend.”
“On what?”
“On how much sleep I get tonight.”
Rory broke out in a hearty laugh. “In that case, you won’t be going fishing with me in the morning. Just be prepared to help cook my catch when I get back.”
Cat smiled. “Okay, you have a deal.”
RORY SMILED IN undisguised delight as he watched Cat pull the items out of her overnight bag. “You weren’t lying when you said you packed light, were you?”
Startled, Cat turned, and her eyes met his. She felt heat move into her cheeks. She didn’t know he’d been standing in the doorway and wondered what he thought about all the sexy lingerie she had brought. The only clothes she packed that were decent enough to wear outside was the outfit she’d arrived in and the one she had changed into after her shower: a pair of white capri pants and a green midriff top. “Ah well—the lighter, the better.”
“Yeah, and I personally think less is best,” he said, grinning mischievously.
Cat rolled her eyes. “Aren’t you supposed to be preparing dinner?”
He chuckled. “Yes, in fact, I came to let you know that everything is ready.” He crossed the room, stood next to her, and picked up a book she had unpacked. Landscaping Made Simple.
Rory raised a brow, smiling. “You’re going after my job? I don’t see you being the dirt-under-the-fingernails type.”
Cat laughed. She couldn’t see herself being one either. “No, I decided to learn something about what you do. After we broke up, it dawned on me just how little I knew. You would mention things, but we mostly talked about my work.”
She stood still for a moment, biting her lip, and knowing he would be too kind to say that the reason they had mostly talked about her work was that her work—and only her work—had been the focus of any of their discussions. She had enjoyed talking to him about her goals, her plans for the future, her various clients, and the different proposals she and Lisa had been working on. It wasn’t until they had broken up that she realized just how little she knew about what his landscaping company was all about. She had an idea, and he had helped her put together her yard. But still, she hadn’t realized how selfish she’d been in making it “all about her” and not dwelling on his needs.
“So what have you learned so far?”
She couldn’t help giving him a flirty little smile. “One thing I learned is that landscaping is for the birds, literally. I didn’t know until I read that book that bird lovers can actually landscape their yard to attract birds. Did you know that certain birds, like the brown thrashers, house wrens, and orioles eat a variety of insects and if you landscape your yard with flowers that draw certain types of insects, then you’re in business.”
Rory nodded. “Yes, I knew that.” And he was impressed that now she did, and most important, that she had cared enough about what his job entailed to have taken the time to find out.
“What about mating?” he asked, placing the book aside.
“Mating?”
“Yes, since you learned something about birds, did you also read about how they mate?”
Cat’s brow furrowed. “No, it wasn’t in the book.”
“Umm, how unfortunate,” he said, smiling.
“Do you know something I don’t know?” she asked, smiling back.
“Possibly. They don’t mate like humans.”
She laughed. “I didn’t think so.”
“Their courtship and mating rituals are among the most varied for all species. It’s said that a bird without a mate is a bird without an offspring.”
Cat chuckled. “Now that’s definitely not true with humans.”
“Definitely.”
Cat enjoyed this sort of banter with Rory. Before, their conversations always tended to be more on the serious side. She was about to say something when her stomach rumbled.
“I think I’d better feed you now.”
“Yes, I think you’d better.”
AFTER DINNER THEY had cleaned up the kitchen together before going outside on the porch to sit in the swing. They were sitting close together, with Cat practically in Rory’s lap, and for over an hour he questioned her on how much she knew about landscaping.
“How would you like to go with me when I fly out and give an estimate for my next project? We’re about to bid on a shopping mall in Los Angeles.”
She turned in his arms and glanced up at him. Lisa would take off and go on those sort of trips with Peyton all the time, but Cat had never traveled anywhere with Rory, mainly because he’d never asked her. But then she knew why. It would have been a waste of time on his part, since she never would have allowed herself any time off from her work.
“Urn, sure. I’d like that. Thanks for the invite. Just let me know when.”
Rory looked surprised. “Just like that?”
She frowned. “Just like what?”
“You would go out of town with me, just like that? What about your own work?”
“There shouldn’t be any problems if it’s during a time we don’t have planned seminars. No big deal.”
Rory remembered a time when it would have been a big deal. They had been alone at the cabin for little more than five hours, and already he could see changes in her. Changes he definitely liked. He stood and brought her up with him. He took hold of her hand. “Come on—let’s go.”
She lifted a brow. “Where are we going?”
“Inside. To make love.”
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Very early the next morning, Rory slipped out of bed. He glanced back over his shoulder at Cat while he slipped into his jeans. She was sleeping peacefully, dead to the world, an understandable state, since they had hardly slept at all last night.
They were lucky the cabin was out in the middle of nowhere, on private land. There hadn’t been any neighbors around to hear the sound of the headboard hitting the walls and no reason to drown out the moans, cries, and, in some instances, the screams of pleasure that had been torn from both of them. A clear indication of how their night had gone. His Cat had also clawed up his back pretty good, which was another sign. But then no pain, no gain.
“Rory?”
He turned. She had opened her eyes just enough to look at him. She wasn’t as dead to the world as he’d thought. “Yes, sweetheart?”
“Where are you going?”
“Fishing.”
She switched her gaze from him to the window. “But it’s still dark outside.”
He grinned as he walked back over to the bed and sat down on the edge. He gently pulled her into his arms, sliding his arm in back of her so she could rest her head on his shoulder. “Yeah, and that’s the best time.”
“Umm, who am I to argue, since you’ve proved countless times that you know a lot about perfect timing.”
He glanced down at her. “You think so?”
“I know so.”
“Thanks for that vote of confidence.” He could tell she was still sleepy, and he was tempted to kiss her until she forgot all about sleeping, but doing so meant he would forget all about going fishing. He would take the time to taste her—all over—when he returned. Besides, he didn’t intend to stay away long. The lake was in walking distance and could easily be seen through the trees. If things went as planned and the fish were biting as he hoped, he would probably be back before she woke up good.
Although he decided not to kiss her, he went ahead and indulged his pleasure by nibbling on her neck for a while, knowing full well he was placing a hickey there. Then he ran his tongue along the soft little lobe of her ear, enjoying the sound of his Cat purring.
Knowing he’d better stop before he changed his mind about going fishing, he placed her back in bed and stood. “Miss me.”
When she didn’t say anything, he smiled. She had drifted back off to sleep.
CAT SLOWLY CAME awake thinking that if a person could die from having too many orgasms, then she would definitely be dead by now. The number of times he’d made her come had been relentless, extraordinary, mind-blowing madness. It had definitely been one of those record-setting nights. She gave a half-smile, thinking that she didn’t have any complaints, even with the fact that her body was pretty sore.
Turning over, she glanced at the clock. It was ten in the morning already. She remembered waking up earlier, right before Rory left to go fishing and then drifting back off to sleep. She shifted again in bed, knowing it was time she got up and faced the world.
Five minutes later, and Cat was standing under the spray of water as it washed down over her back. Eyes closed, she threw her head back, enjoying the feel of the warm gush of liquid caressing her all over. Then suddenly she felt a nibble on the soft curve of her neck and quickly turned around. Rory was back and had stripped naked to join in her shower. She could read the look in the deep, dark eyes staring at her. He wanted to make love to her again.
Right now. Right here.
He gently took the soap out of her hand and began lathering her all over, making her body quiver beneath his touch. And then he got on his knees, to lather her stomach, which brought him right in front of the area between her legs, an area he had branded his two years ago in this very cabin, an area he had reclaimed numerous times since she had arrived yesterday.
She knew without a doubt that once again he was about to give her extreme satisfaction, almost to the point of delerium. Her assumptions proved true when he tossed the soap aside and pulled her forward, out from beneath the spray of water, and he leaned closer until her hot center was right in his face.
Open.
Although he gave the command, he didn’t wait for her to comply.
RORY NEEDED THIS: the taste of her. He had gotten it last night, but it hadn’t been enough. Not nearly enough. The heat of her made her scent that much more profound, erotic, intense, and the ache inside him grew that much more unbearable.
The fish had been biting, which was a good thing. As soon as he’d been satisfied that he’d caught enough, he turned his mind to another type of satisfaction. Only the kind that Cat could provide. When he had walked into the cabin and heard the shower going, he knew what he wanted to do. What he planned to do.
He leaned closer to her, reached out, and gently parted her womanly folds, still swollen from last night’s workout. And then he kissed her there, letting his tongue taste the sweet nectar he sought. He heard her groan and widen her legs for him the same exact moment her fingers clutched his head firmly to hold it in place. Little did she know that he didn’t intend to go anywhere until he’d gotten his fill.
He worked his tongue around inside her slowly, teasingly, until the stroking got harder, more intense, and greedier. In this case, less wasn’t best. More was better, and he wanted more.
When he felt her on the verge of coming, he grabbed hold of her lips, locked his mouth tight on her, and worked his tongue like nobody’s business, forcing her to come.
She did.
And he enjoyed every bit of her.
When it was almost impossible for her to stand on her own, he gathered her into his arms and held her. A part of him didn’t want their weekend to end. They still had a lot to talk about. A lot to straighten out, and lots of assumptions to set right. But now at this moment, nothing was more profound to him than holding the woman he loved so close to his heart, where he knew she would al-ways be.
WHO TAUGHT YOU to take care of fish?”
Startled, Cat turned around. This was the third time Rory had caught her unawares. After their shower, he had taken a nap. She, surprisingly, had had an exceptional burst of energy. After dressing, she had gone into the kitchen to find his cooler filled with the fish he’d caught. Deciding since he had been the one to catch their meal, the least she could do was to cook it, so she had immediately begun the task of cleaning the fish before getting the grease and frying pan ready. Even though the kitchen vents were on full blast and the windows open, there was no way the aroma of fried fish wouldn’t make its way to their bedroom.
“My dad. He used to go fishing all the time, and once or twice he took me and my brothers and sisters with him. But I don’t ever re-member getting up as early as you did this morning.”
He lifted a brow. “I didn’t know that.”
“What?”
“That you’ve gone fishing before.”
She grinned. “Yes. You even brought me here once with you to fish.”
He smiled. “I brought you here under the pretense of going fishing, but we both knew that fishing was the last thing on either of our minds. Getting it on for the first time was.”
Cat laughed. “Yes, that’s true. But still you never invited me back.”
“Yes, I did.”
She blinked. “You did?”
“Yes. Several times. But you were always too busy to come back.”
With his words, memories floated through her mind, forcing her to remember. He had asked her to spend weekends at the cabin with him fishing, but at the time she’d been too busy plotting and planning how to achieve her professional goals.
She sighed deeply, disgusted. It didn’t seem to her that she’d been much of a girlfriend. In fact, she could go so far as to consider herself one selfish bitch. It was a wonder he wanted to have any dealings with her at all, let alone repair their relationship. At that moment, she fully understood why he was satisfied with them just having an affair. If she wasn’t all that hot as girlfriend material, he probably assumed she definitely would not make a good wife . . . if he’d still been in the market for one.
“So what can I do to help?”
She glanced over at him, and he had that incredible smile on his face that had the dimples to die for right along with it. Any woman would be stupid not to want this loving, handsome, unselfish man in her life. “It depends on what you want to go along with it,” she finally answered. “The fish is already done.”
“Yeah, and it smells good too.”
“Thanks.”
“How about if we include a salad and baked sweet potatoes?”
“Sounds good to me.”
When they sat down to eat a half hour later, she told him she wanted him to talk about his work for a change. He told her that the business he and Peyton had started together right out of college was doing great, and now that they had expanded nationally, a lot of good contracts were coming in. It surprised her to see that she hadn’t been the only one of them who’d had dreams and goals. But it seemed she was the only one who had gotten totally obsessed with them.
“You’ve been busy,” she commented as they both cleared the table.
He smiled over at her. “And so have you. Peyton has kept me abreast on how well things are going for you and Lisa.”
“I’m surprised you wanted to know.”
“Why would I not?”
“My obsession with work is the reason we broke up.”
“Not it wasn’t. Your obsession with not wanting to ever get married was.”
She shrugged. “Same thing, since I considered a commitment of that sort as interfering with the long-range goals I’d established.”
He nodded. “Well, you don’t have to worry about that anymore, since I’ve told you my new philosophy. I understand why you felt the way you did, because I now find myself in the same predicament. Our company is expanding, so I’m a busy man these days. I’ve increased my traveling, and taking the company on a national level is the most important thing going on in my life right now. I don’t have time for anything else remotely serious.”
Cat placed the dishes in the sink and then leaned against the counter. “And your views changed just because of me?”
Rory came to stand beside her. “No, they didn’t change just because of you. But what happened between us did make me question why I had made such a fuss. Things had been good between us, and if no strings attached and no expectations was what you wanted, then so be it. Although we weren’t married, we spent a lot of time together, and got along better than some married people, so I asked myself, why did I even rock the boat.”
Because at the time you thought you wanted more, she wanted to tell him. And now she was the one who wanted more, but he didn’t. “So what would you like to do now?”
He shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “How would you like to take a walk? I’d like very much to show you something.”
Her curiosity piqued, she said, “All right. I’d love to go for a walk with you.”
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Cat wondered just where Rory was taking her as he led her past the lake where he’d gone fishing that morning, through several yards of dense woods, and over a small pond and narrow stream. Eventually they reached an area where another cabin sat in the clearing.
It was obvious the place was in need of repairs, but where it was positioned provided a panoramic view of the mountains that loomed in the distance. It was a breathtaking sight, a perfect spot.
“Well, what you do think?” Rory asked, smiling.
The expression on his face was one of joy, accomplishment, and satisfaction—those were emotions a high achiever like Cat could easily recognize. Therefore she knew the answer to the question she was about to ask but inquired anyway. “Who does it belong to?”
“It’s mine. I bought it a couple of months ago. I’ve had my eye on it for a long time and thought it would never go on the market, but it finally did. The original owner, who was a friend of Peyton’s parents, died last year, and it took his siblings a long time to decide what to do with it.”
“Congratulations, Rory. That’s wonderful, and the view is beautiful from here.”
Rory placed his arms around her waist, bringing her closer to him. “I think so too. The time I spent in this area with Peyton made me want a place around here of my own. Come on and let me show you around.”
They spent the next hour or so walking around his property. He gave her a tour of the inside of the cabin and pointed out things he planned to do, changes he intended to make in the future.
When they came to the stream, Cat looked around, and her mind went into a daydream mode. An image of a small child wading in the stream suddenly filled her thoughts. Her and Rory’s child. The image was so vivid and clear that it almost took her breath away.
“Cat, are you all right?” Rory asked, studying her.
She turned and looked at him. “I know this might sound crazy, but in my mind I envisioned a little boy playing in this stream. He was your child.” She decided not to mention the fact that she’d imagined him as being her son too.
His lips curved, and for one long moment he met her gaze and didn’t say anything. Then he said, “That’s a possibility if I’m not too old to enjoy a child, but right now marriage and children are the farthest things from my mind. My top priority is expanding my business and getting this place livable, which means this will take up a lot of my time. I’m glad you’ll understand.”
She blinked. She had clearly missed something. “I’ll understand what?”
“The weekends when I’ll be away, working out here. It would be too much to ask for you to be inconvenienced while I accomplish the goal I’ve set of getting this place right before the summer.”
“When you’re out here working, where do you sleep? Back at Peyton and Lisa’s cabin?”
“No, it would be too time consuming and too much of a hassle coming back and forth through the woods with all the supplies that I have to bring with me. Usually I use one of the company trucks to haul my supplies and rent one of those pop-up campers to hook behind it. And I’ve gotten pretty good at putting up a tent.”
The thought of sleeping in a tent with him outdoors and under the stars sounded truly romantic, and there was no need to wonder why he assumed she wouldn’t want to share such an adventure with him. He’d made such a suggestion in the past, and she had turned him down. She sighed deeply, thinking that this weekend with him had definitely been an eye-opener of just how much she had taken for granted . . . as well as just how much she had lost.
“If you don’t mind, I’d like to take an inventory of the things I’m going to need the next time I’m here to work on this place,” he said.
“No, I don’t mind.” She watched as he took a small writing pad out of his back pocket and begin jotting stuff down. Although he had brought her here and had shown her what seemed to be something that was very important to him, for some reason she felt as if she was being excluded from this part of his life. Before their breakup, he had shared practically everything with her, but that was when he’d had marriage on his mind and thought what they’d shared was forever.
She thought of her earlier vision and smiled. At that moment, she decided on a new goal and intended to do whatever it took to make her vision come true.
IT WAS LATE afternoon when they returned to the cabin.
“Do you want to sit on the back porch, watch the stars, and eat a bowl of popcorn?”
The back porch was screened in to keep out pesky mosquitoes, and it provided a perfect view of the mountains and the lake. Last night they had sat outside on the front porch when the weather had been fine, but tonight there was a distinct drop in the temperature. “Sitting outdoors in the cold doesn’t exactly turn me on. How will I stay warm?”
He met her gaze. “I’ll keep you warm.” The look in his eyes promised more than just his warmth.
“Now the thought of that does turn me on,” she said as her lips curved into a smile.
“Good. Let’s go inside and take care of that popcorn.”
An hour or so later they lay curled up together on the daybed under several blankets, eating popcorn and watching the stars. It was a beautiful night, and good at his word, Rory was keeping her warm. His body was generating plenty of heat, in more ways than one. The rush of sensations that just being near him evoked was hot, and the only time she experienced such intensity was when she was with him.
“What time will you leave tomorrow?” he asked.
His question reminded her that tomorrow would be their last day at the cabin. “I’d like to leave as late as possible,” she said honestly. “I love it here.” She shifted positions and turned in his arms. “What time are you leaving?”
He leaned over and caressed her cheek. “Not until after you do. I want to spend every moment that I can with you.”
“Oh, Rory,” she whispered, touched by his words. She framed his face with her hands and at that moment, nothing could stop her from kissing him. Desire rose within her instantly, and she slipped her tongue into his mouth. He automatically took control, eagerly, hungrily making a need within her pound like a physical ache.
He pulled her to him, letting his hand caress her bottom, molding her to him, and then his hands moved to slip under her blouse and close over her breasts, stroking them lightly.
“Rory.” His name was again whispered from her lips, and she shuddered from his touch.
“Come on, baby. Let’s go inside and heat up the place.”
THE MOMENT RORY closed the door behind them, he pulled her into his arms and began kissing her like tomorrow didn’t exist.
And maybe it didn’t.
She knew that the affair he had offered her that first night was totally unacceptable. There was no way that she could share a “no strings attached, no expectations” type of relationship with him. She wanted attachment; she wanted expectations. Point blank, she wanted him as a permanent fixture in her life, but he didn’t want her in the same way, which was no one’s fault but hers. The reality of that meant that this weekend would be all they had together. He might not know it yet, but he would before she left tomorrow.
Not wanting to dwell on what she would be losing, she turned her complete attention back to Rory and everything he was doing to her. She really had no choice. He was a master at creating desire within her, igniting emotions and pleasing her beyond her wildest dreams. He was her Mr. Satisfaction. Only he could drive her to the point of no return, and as always, she was a willing participant.
Rory felt his control slipping as he carried Cat into the bedroom. Tomorrow would be their last day at the cabin, and he should be telling her the truth instead of making love to her, but a part of him still wasn’t sure just what Cat wanted. He knew he had said things to make her think, but had it been effective? Did she actually believe him when he’d said that he wanted only a “no strings attached and no expectations” relationship? And if so, would she fight for something more or accept whatever?
Dammit, he wanted her to fight, come out kicking and screaming that that wasn’t what she wanted and he could take his offer and shove it. So far, she wasn’t doing that, which made him think she was okay with his offer. He didn’t like the thought.
He clenched his jaw in disappointment, knowing she would leave tomorrow, willingly accepting a noncommitted relationship between them.
“Rory, I want you.”
She wanted him. Never had she said that she loved him. He’d just assumed, like a lot of people, that she had. But now he wasn’t sure. He needed to hear it but doubted that he ever would. “And I want you too,” he whispered as he placed her on the bed.
He had told her he loved her that last night, and she’d told him she didn’t want his love. But if she only knew just how much he wanted hers. For him love, wanting, and desire were tied into one. Each time he made love to her, he was loving her. Each time he kissed her, he was loving her. For him love extended to the physical as well as the emotional.
And tonight he wanted to take the physical as far as he could. He wanted to make her want him as much as he wanted her. He wanted to make her love him as much as he loved her.
He told himself to slow down when he began removing her clothes, but he didn’t want to slow down. There was an urgency that was driving him, making him impatient, sexually aroused to the point where he had to be inside her. The hungry heat that was accumulating in his gut was almost driving him to the edge.
Once he had removed all her clothes, he tackled the chore of removing his own. In no time, he was standing by the bed totally naked. “Ready or not, baby, here I come,” he said huskily, climbing back on the bed.
“How many times . . . will you come?” she asked softly, stretching back, shifting her hips and giving him a good view of the area between her legs.
“I’ll come as many times as you want.”
“Promise?
“Hell yeah.” And then he leaned over and kissed her with wild abandon, a primitive need.
Cat kissed him back with the same urgency, desire, and exigency. It was as if something within her snapped, and with a strength she didn’t know she had, she lifted her body, shifted, and pushed him down in the bed beneath her. She looked down at him, saw his surprised expression, and gave him a heated grin.
“That was some move.”
“You haven’t seen anything yet, Mr. Dawkins.”
And then she leaned over and kissed him, in all the ways he had ever kissed her. She heard him moan. Or then again, it may have been a growl. Either one was acceptable, as her tongue continued to take charge of his. Deciding that her fingers weren’t busy enough, she reached down and grabbed hold of him and felt his entire body tense when she did so. But she intended to keep his mind occupied with their kiss and move things up a notch and let her tongue wallow in the wet heat of his mouth. And when she heard him moan again, she knew she had succeeded.
Now for taking care of what was down south, her fingers gripped his hardness, his bare flesh, and gently squeezed, loving the feel of the thick width, texture, and length of him. He shuddered in her mouth, and the sensations that act evoked made the womanhood between her legs pulse. But she knew her satisfaction would come later. Right now she just wanted to concentrate on his.
She released his mouth, kissed the side of his neck, then went to his chest and licked the flat nipples until they hardened. She heard the growl in his chest as she moved her mouth lower, wanting to do something to him that she had never done before.
When he realized what she was about to do, he grabbed hold of her shoulders to stop her. She lifted her head and smiled. “No, I want to do this. I need to do this. Let me.”
He held her gaze for a long moment, then leaned upward and gave her a gentle kiss on her lips, and the moment his lips touched hers, she knew he was giving her his consent. She tightened her hold on him and smiled at his sudden sharp intake of breath.
Unbearable pleasure rose inside Cat as she began placing kisses on the hard plane of Rory’s stomach, slowly working her way lower. She felt his fingers tightly grip her shoulders when she moved closer and breathed on his rigid shaft. And when she took him into her mouth, she felt his body shift, his hips lift, and a low, primal sound escape his lips.
And then she let her mouth go to work, kissing him in a way she had never kissed another man, letting her mouth pleasure a part of him that had given her so much pleasure.
“You got to stop,” he whispered huskily.
She shook her head.
A tortured cry was wrung from him. “You’re killing me.”
She didn’t stop what she was doing. The erotic frisson of mouth and tongue had him moaning words she’d never heard out of him before.
“Why? Why are you doing this?” he forced out between choppy breaths.
She pulled back, licked her lips, and looked at him. Cat knew at that moment she had to tell him the truth. “Because I love you.”
He stared at her; the intensity of his gaze made her tremble, and before she could blink, he had leaned forward, flipped her over, shifted her body beneath his, and spread open her legs. And before she could draw her next breath, he thrust inside her.
“Rory!”
Her body shattered into a climax the moment he entered her, but he kept thrusting in and out, extracting another orgasm out of her. And then another. Spasm after spasm racked her body, and all she could do was tremble as wave after wave of pleasure hit her, took her under.
“Cat!”
It seemed those same waves were carrying Rory under, and with one final thrust, he exploded deep within her. And the one thing that stood out in his mind as his body rode the sensation was that the woman he loved had told him she loved him.
SEVERAL MOMENTS PASSED before Rory felt air fill his lungs again. Shifting his body off Cat, he rolled over to the side then leaned down and gave her a slow smile. “Did you mean what you said?”
She knew exactly what he was asking. “Yes, I meant it.”
He kissed her gently. “You don’t know how much I needed to hear that. You’ve never said that before.”
She reached up and wiped sweat off his forehead with her fingertips and said, “Then maybe I should have. It would probably have saved me a lot of pain and heartache this past twelve months.”
“There’s something I need to say. Something you should know.”
Something inside Cat panicked. If he was going to tell her that he was sorry but he didn’t love her, she didn’t want to hear it right now. “Please, let’s not talk anymore. Could we just savor the moment? We can talk in the morning. I want tonight for action and not talking.”
He stared at her, and a smile creased his lips. “Whatever you want, sweetheart.”
“Okay,” she said, pushing him back and crawling over him. “I want to be on top this time.”
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Cat forced herself awake the next morning, finding the spot beside her in bed empty. She smiled, remembering vividly what she and Rory had done through most of the night.
She turned over on her back and stared at the ceiling. Making love with Rory was always a unique experience, and she was transformed into a sex kitten in bed. No, last night she had been more of a tiger.
She remembered the exact moment she had confessed that she loved him, and even now, when she wasn’t sure how he felt about her, she had no regrets in doing so. He had told her he loved her that night they broke up, but in anger she had told him where he should take his love and shove it. She had been a total fool.
Shifting in bed, she wondered where Rory had gone, and then she climbed out of bed and slipped into his oversize T-shirt that was thrown over a chair. Now that her confession of love was out of the way, she wanted to find him and tell him the rest of everything, including the fact that this weekend had been nothing but a setup, but one that had been well worth it.
She heard a sound outside and went to the window and glanced out. She saw Rory. He was sitting on the steps and staring into the distance. She sighed just from watching him. He was handsome, and the way the sun’s rays slanted across his features made him even more striking. A shadow darkened his chin, denoting that he needed a shave, which made him look even sexier.
She turned when she heard her cell phone ringing and rushed across the room to pick it up. “Yes?”
“He knew.”
Cat lifted her brow at hearing Lisa’s voice. “Who knew?”
“Rory. He knew everything.”
Cat took a deep breath, trying to grasp just what Lisa was telling her, hoping what her friend was claiming wasn’t true. “What are you saying, Lisa?”
“I’m saying that Rory knew you were coming to the cabin. Peyton and Rory. They set us up like we set them up.”
Cat shook her head. “But how could they have known?”
“That day in our office when you declared that you were placing Rory on your wish list, he heard you. He had come to the office to let me know Peyton was parked outside waiting on me. So Rory knew all about your plans to get him back . . . and he intended to teach you a lesson in the process.”
“How do you know this?” Cat asked, slowly remembering that Rory hadn’t really acted surprised to see her when she’d arrived at the cabin on Friday afternoon.
“Peyton let something slip out about you being at the cabin this weekend. I questioned him as to how he knew when no one had known of your plans but me and Mel. So I made him talk, which wasn’t easy, and although he wouldn’t tell me everything, he said that Rory knew about the wish list and your plan for the weekend and intended to teach you a lesson.”
“Teach me a lesson?” she repeated. She closed her eyes. Was this weekend about him teaching her a lesson and nothing more?
Cat was silent as she walked back to the window and looked out. Rory was still sitting in that same spot. “Thanks, Lisa, for letting me know what’s going on.”
“What are you planning to do?”
“I’m leaving just as soon as I can pack my stuff, that’s what I plan to do. There’s no reason for me to stay any longer, since Rory has succeeded in getting out of me what he wanted.”
“Which was?”
“A confession that I loved him so he could throw it back in my face, use it against me, and hurt me the same way that I hurt him.”
“You don’t know that for certain, Cat. It may not be that way at all.”
“Yes, it is that way, Lisa. Otherwise, he would have told me the truth in the beginning.” She wiped a tear from her eye. “Look, I’ll talk to you later.” Without giving Lisa a chance to say anything else, she disconnected the call.
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Where are you going?”
Cat didn’t pause in what she was doing. She continued packing as she hissed angry words over her shoulder. “I’m leaving so I hope you had plenty of fun using me the way you did.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
Cat turned to glare at him, full of anger, fire, and humiliation. “I know everything, Rory. I know what you know. I also know that my showing up here wasn’t a surprise to you and that you wanted to teach me a lesson for what I did last year. Do you deny it?”
He crossed his hands over his chest and returned her glare. “No, I don’t deny it.”
His words hit her like a blow. “You, bastard. I hope you enjoyed getting your pound of flesh.”
“I did. Every gorgeous inch of it. But what I really enjoyed was getting you to admit that you’re in love with me.”
“Why? So you can throw it in my face and use my love to hurt me the same way I hurt you last year?”
“No, I did it so I could be absolutely sure that my feelings for you were reciprocated and that you wanted me back for the right reason.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I heard you that day, Cat. I heard you declare that you needed a man. Not me, but ‘a man.’ Then you proceeded to place me on this damn wish list. I didn’t know whether you were doing so because you realized that you loved me or if you were just in need of a sexual fix.”
Cat raised both eyebrows. “How could you not know that I loved you?”
“And how could I know it? You’ve never told me, and after the way we split, did you actually think I would assume any such thing?” he demanded.
She stared at him for a long moment, and then slowly shook her head. No, after all the things she’d said that night, there was no way he would have assumed that. “So you concocted this plan of revenge?”
“Revenge had nothing to do with this weekend, Cat. After Peyton and I figured what you and Lisa were up to, I decided to see how far you would go. I needed to know the truth before risking my heart to you again.”
“But you claimed you only wanted to maintain a no strings attached, no expectations affair between us.”
“Yes, and I said that to see what your reaction would be to my offer. If the only thing on your mind was sex, then you would have gone for it. But if you loved me, and I mean truly loved me, there was no way you would have been satisfied with sharing that kind of relationship with me.”
He shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “Last night when you admitted that you loved me, I was prepared to tell you the truth—and I started to, but you stopped me and said we would talk in the morning.”
She remembered. At the time she had wanted him again and hadn’t wanted to spend time talking. Beside, she hadn’t been certain what he had wanted to say. “You could have made me listen.”
“No, I could not.”
She frowned. No, he could not. She had wanted him in a bad way last night, and once she had crawled on top of him, her mind had been on one thing: riding him.
He took a few steps to stand in front of her. “I love you, Cat. I never stopped loving you. But I had to be sure that you loved me, as well. What I told you the day you arrived was the truth. My life has been miserable this past year, but I couldn’t settle back into the type of relationship that we had before. My love for you demanded more, something beyond that. I’d known the moment I laid eyes on you at Peyton and Lisa’s wedding that I wanted a future with you—and that love, marriage, and babies would be part of the deal.”
He reached out and took her hand in his. “I knew about your goals, your dreams, and at no time did I ever want to take them away from you. I only wanted to enhance them. I knew my timing was off that night and that you weren’t ready and that I shouldn’t have tried pushing you into anything. But I never thought you would send me away and end things between us like you did. Your rejection hurt. Surely you can understand my not wanting to rush into a situation for you to hurt me all over again.”
She nodded. She had hurt him, which was something she hadn’t meant to do, but the thought of giving up everything she’d worked for scared her. It had taken her twelve months to realize loving Rory didn’t mean giving up anything, but was all about gaining everything.
“And something else you need to know,” he said, interrupting her thoughts.
“What?”
“There was never a Shari. She was someone I made up to save my pride. I didn’t want you to know that I couldn’t get over you, that I was still pining for you, that I was still so deeply in love with you that some days I couldn’t even think straight.”
She sighed deeply before saying, “And neither could I. I had been so sure that once you saw things my way you would come back. And when you didn’t, it forced me to realize just what I had lost, and just how much you meant to me.”
“Was it so hard to love me?” he asked, his lips curving in a wry smile.
She shook her head. “No, in fact, it was too easy. You’re wonderful, interesting, handsome, a perfect bed partner. I just didn’t think I was ready for what you wanted at the time.”
“And now?”
Her gaze remained steadfast on his when she answered by saying, “Being apart from you made me realize just how much you meant to me, Rory. It’s always good having goals in life, but I had to find out the hard way that that’s not the only thing a person should have in life. There is more to life than accomplishing major achievements, but I have to admit that when I added you to my wish list, I considered getting you to fall back in love with me again as my all-time major goal because my life would be nothing without you in it. And now if you were to ask me to share my life with you, you would definitely get a different answer than the one I gave you before.”
He smiled. “Okay, let’s just see about that.”
With her hand still firmly clasped in his, he got down on a bended knee and looked up at her. Cat blinked when she realized just what he was doing. She watched as he pulled a small white box out of his jacket pocket.
“Cathleen Janelle McAlister, I love you, so very much. Will you make me a very happy man and marry me? Will you be my partner for life, the mother of my children, the joy of my life? Forever?”
Cat couldn’t help the tears that began streaming down her face. “Oh, Rory.”
He smiled up at her, his love shining in his eyes. “Sorry, but this is a yes-or-no question.”
She chuckled through her tears. “Then my answer is definitely yes. I would be honored to marry you.”
After placing the ring on her finger, he stood and pulled her into his arms. “I bought this ring for you eighteen months ago, but even after that night, I refused to believe that you wouldn’t eventually wear it one day. I had refused to give up on you, Cat.”
“But you never came around.”
“No, I was giving you the distance I thought you needed. But things between us were far from over—trust me.”
She smiled at her ring before taking a step forward and moving her hand up the back of his neck. “I do trust you. And I also love you.”
“Say it again.”
She met his intense stare. “I’ll say it as often as you like. I love you, Rory.”
“And I love you, Cat.”
“And I love you double, triple, a thousand times over.”
He swept her off her feet into his arms and quickly headed toward the bed, needing to have her close, as close as two people could get. And together they would get just what they most wanted and needed: extreme satisfaction.



Epilogue
 
SIX MONTHS LATER
 
Four hours after being presented as man and wife at their wedding, Rory and Cat arrived at their honeymoon cabin. As a wedding gift, his parents had surprised them and had the cabin restored. Rory didn’t care how the inside of the place looked, just so long as it had a bed.
Three months before the wedding, his Cat had declared her body off-limits. She wanted their wedding night to be like the first time for them, and no degree of persuasiveness on his part could change her mind. So here he was on his wedding day, horny as sin.
He carried her from the car and over the threshold into the house. When he kicked the door shut and proceeded to carry her straight to the bedroom, Cat looked over her shoulder and asked, “What about our luggage?”
He grinned down at her. “You won’t be needing anything. For the next week or so, I’m going to like the look of you in bare skin.”
She chuckled. “Is that a fact?”
“Yes, sweetheart, that’s a fact.”
He helped her remove her dress, bra, panties, and everything else that stood in the way of him getting what he wanted. He then quickly began removing his own clothes.
She watched him with interest as she stretched out on the bed. “Kind of in a hurry, aren’t you?”
“If only you knew.”
“But I’m about to find out, right?”
He smiled at her. “Right.”
And then he joined her on the bed, and with a small sigh, she went into his arms. He kissed her the way he had wanted to kiss her after the minister had proclaimed them man and wife, but had he kissed her this way then, there was no telling what it would have led to.
After he ended the kiss, she smiled up at him thoughtfully. “Did I ever tell you that I have this sinfully sexy man on my wish list?”
He skimmed his thumb over his wife’s tight nipple. Then lowering his head, he took his tongue and started licking it. “Do you?”
“Yes,” she managed to say in a breathless whisper. “He’s pretty high in my list of priorities.”
“Is he worth it?”
When he placed his hands between her legs and began stroking her there, she purred. “Oh, I think so. In fact, I got a bad case of the hots for him.”
“Does he know it?”
“He will before the night is over. And he did promise me that he was going to teach me all the ways to satisfy a man. He is Mr. Satisfaction, and from what I understand, his wife will become Mrs. Satisfaction,” she said in a ragged breath when he stuck his finger inside her, stroking her deeper.
“Umm, sounds like the ultimate in gratification,” he said, leaning up to kiss her lips.
“No holds barred, from what I understand.”
“And I’m sure they were made for each other. The ideal couple,” he said, easing his body over hers.
“They are and will always be. Forever.”
And as Rory slid into his wife’s body and felt her inner muscles clutch him tight, he stared down at her, knowing he was back home where he belonged. He then whispered huskily, “Yes, forever.”
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Look at this! ‘Inches of exquisite thickness with—’ ”
“Wow, baby! Now, there’s a keeper!”
Shauna Williams laughed as her good friend Brandy waved the vibrator over her head with a loud cheer. A little alcohol and a steady stream of naughty gifts had gone a long way toward loosening up the bridal shower. Old-school music was thumping on the speakers, beer and wine were flowing, and the small group of boisterous friends were all speaking their minds.
“Ohhh. ‘With attachments!’” Daisy, her other best friend said, catching the packing box midair and reading the label on it. “ ‘Choose from the beaver, the dolphin, the hummingbird and—’”
“I don’t need a zoo! I just want some action,” someone else exclaimed, and the group cracked up laughing again.
Brandy, the bride-to-be, opened the next gift, which proved to be rigged to send a shower of condoms into the air.
Grandma Mavis could be heard above the ruckus. “Girl, you need to open my present. It doesn’t come with a zoo, but it’s got rotating pearls inside it. I always said a woman outta have herself some nice pearls.”
Shauna mentally added up the number of drinks Grandma Mavis had drunk, then gave the signal to the bartender to limit the alcohol. As party hostess, she was in charge of making sure everyone had fun, which had also meant getting a hotel stay for almost everyone and hoping they still remembered the details in the morning.
The ladies had started laughing at a large inflatable doll that Brandy was desperately trying to shove back into its box when the suite doors opened and a throng of men burst into the room.
Shauna reached for her cell phone to call security before realizing it was the groom-to-be and his best men.
“Oh, freaky-deaky!” Ben shouted. “Looks like we crashed this parry in the nick of time. I need my woman! Where’s my woman?”
“Where’s mine?” The question echoed through the group, causing some screeches and more laughter as the men found spouses and girlfriends to drag to the makeshift dance floor.
Shauna felt the presence of Max Jackson at her side and turned to him. At six foot six, his height was still imposing to her own six feet, and even his jacket couldn’t disguise the sheer width of his chest and arms. He’d come a long way from being the scrawny guy who’d worked hard labor on her father’s gardens. The guy she’d had a tremendous crush on. The guy her father had hated and called “ghetto.” The guy she’d been devastated to leave behind.
It was funny how the years had changed her, but she wondered if he still thought of her as Daddy’s little rich girl, supposedly too snooty to settle for a mere gardener. . . .
In the past week, she’d found out he was coordinating the men’s bachelor party and knew it would only be a matter of time before they met again.
After all these years, she couldn’t deny she wasn’t over him yet. Maybe she never would be.
One look from him standing next to her now, and her heart damn near knocked out of her chest with joy. The flash of recognition in his eyes drew a ghostly thrill up her spine.
Max gave her one of his cryptic raised eyebrows. “Long time no see.”
“Yeah.” The five years suddenly folded up into nothing. “You look great.”
“So do you, but then you always looked great.”
She tried not to stare, but there were all the subtle changes to look for: He had become a tall, sturdy, solid black man who had surpassed her imagination. His jaw was more defined now, making him look harder. His mouth looked delectable, and his nose had a tiny scar on the bridge. . . .
“What’s going through that brain of yours?” he murmured.
Calm down, she lectured herself.
“Was your bachelor party so boring that you had to crash ours?” she remarked, smiling wider when he scowled.
“Nothing like that,” Max said, glancing back over the crowd. “Ben just couldn’t stand it. He was sure Brandy would be dancing with a stripper by now.”
Shauna sighed overdramatically. “Brandy nixed the stripper plans.”
“Is that disappointment I hear?” His deep rumble mocked next to her ear.
Shauna kept her eyes on the couple, now grinding to the music. “So many dollar bills and no place to stuff them,” she replied.
Despite the noisy room, he must’ve heard her because he laughed, the low sound sending a hot shiver down her spine.
“Well, I’ll be damned. Never would’ve guessed you were the type.”
“There’s lots you don’t know about me,” she said primly. Well, maybe he knew that she was no longer living in the lap of luxury, having gone from having some “financially difficulties” to just being straight up “broke.”
Max moved a bit closer, and the scent of his cologne was good enough to make her want to snatch him up for a long deep inhale. But she controlled herself.
Barely.
Only Max could create this instant rush of something sexual and dangerous that appealed to her on a very basic feminine level. There was no way she could tell him how proud she was of him that he’d come so far on his own.
Her gossipy girlfriends had informed her that he now made money hand over fist in land-development deals. And yet once upon a time, he had been the boy with the rough edges who had once clipped flowers from her front yard and then knocked on her window to deliver them. He was also the loner who preferred the library to the thug crowds in the lunchroom. He was the one her father had warned her about.
Good God, the man was so damned sexy!
She absently fanned herself.
“You still don’t dance without being asked, huh?” he chided.
“Not true. I’m just making sure things run smoothly. Don’t have time to dance.”
He flashed her his patented grin, the one that went from crooked appeal to stunning in zero seconds. “I’d give you my next paycheck to see you cut loose on the rug.”
Shauna instantly thought about the junior ball they’d missed, the one where she had stood him up.
She was about to reply when three bridesmaids rushed to Shauna’s side, their arms full of bridal shower gifts.
“Here. Folks are stepping all over them. Besides, you know Grandma Mavis, so I shouldn’t have to explain. The woman’s been trying to get her hands on all of ’em. Wouldn’t be surprised if she already snuck a couple into her purse.”
Shauna began to protest, but the women were already piling the items in her arms, pausing just enough to flirt with Max.
“I could use some help here,” Shauna said to him over her pile.
“They all seem easy enough to operate,” he smirked.
She rolled her eyes at him. “Ha ha.”
“No sense of humor,” he grumbled, lifting the bulk of the items off the top. “Where to?”
“The coat closet.” With a tilt of her head, she indicated the way.
They maneuvered through the fringes of the party, balancing the items past the tight crowd to the small semi-deserted hallway.
“We should find another place,” he said even before they reached the door.
“Why?”
Then she heard a definite bump and moan from inside. The unmistakable sounds of sex.
“Here?” Shauna couldn’t hide her surprise as she took a step back. “What are they . . . thinking?”
He laughed. “I’ll assume that question was rhetorical.”
She could feel a blush stealing up her cheeks, so she pretended not to hear him and instead looked around the room for someplace to drop off the items.
“Follow me,” he said after also looking around. “I think the bartender has some empty boxes behind the bar.”
He proved to be right, and Shauna was grateful to drop her pile into it. Max’s pile went on top of hers, but he quickly caught the dildo that teetered and slid off the top.
“Don’t forget this guy,” he said, reading the label before handing it to her. He raised an eyebrow. “Hmm. Someone crossed off Mr. Python and handwrote Mr. Satisfaction. ”
His voice had a timbre that carried easily over the booming music.
She placed the item more securely with the rest, unwilling to explain her girlfriends’ reference to the ideal man. “The gift actually came bundled with cigarettes and matches.”
“That good, huh?”
“I wouldn’t know, but I imagine they don’t call it Mr. Satisfaction for nothing.”
Since he nudged an empty stool at her, she settled onto it and kept up her surveillance of the party.
“Y’all are some scary women,” he said, eyeing the pile. “Who uses all this stuff?”
The bartender slid her customary club soda and lime to her and a bottle of beer for Max.
“The dating scene is rough,” Shauna said, taking a sip. “Machines require no commitment, no excuses, and no conversation.”
“Just batteries?”
The intent look in his eyes sent a sudden fluttering in her belly. She gave him her most innocent smile. “Fully charged batteries.”
“Ouch! I’m not sure I’ll want to hear the rest of this.”
She nabbed a green olive from a nearby bowl. “Hey, don’t blame us. We wish all men came with at least a ninety-day guarantee and endurance benchmarks.”
He bit back a grin and ran his thumb over the beer label. “I’m pretty open-minded about benchmarks, rug burns, or any other kind of marks.”
She managed not to laugh. “Oh, that was pathetic.”
He chuckled. “I prefer to think out of the box,” he said, glancing at the items just out of sight. “And in this case, I do mean that literally. Not that I mind the toys. . . well, except for that one there.” He pointed at something that made her tilt her head in an attempt to figure it out. It baffled her too.
“Grandma Mavis would know,” she mumbled.
He grinned, shook his head, and took a sip of beer. “What about foreplay and spontaneity? A machine doesn’t know when to push limits, or when to take risks, or even when to change the pace.”
“On the contrary. That’s why they come in different speeds, isn’t it?” she pointed out, amazed that she was still having this discussion.
His grin was slow and wicked. “Is that’s how you measure your pleasure? Because if you do, you’re selling yourself short. Lots of things can help take the edge off, but there’s no substitute for great sex.”
The DJ threw on another hit, effectively drowning out the conversation, but Max’s gaze held hers a moment longer, knocking her hormones up a few notches.
A surge of longing blazed all the way to her toes. The unexpected lust pooled deep in her gut, growing until she had to bite her lip to hold back a whimper of pleasure.
“Of course—” Max leaned close and watched her with predatory eyes. “—I’m just your former gardener. What the hell do I know?”
Her good mood dissolved into indignant anger, but she held it in check. “I was wondering when you’d bring that up. Five years, and you still won’t let me forget one stupid mistake.”
He took a long pull from his beer. “Actually, I’ve learned quite a bit from stupid decisions. I suppose that in some twisted way, I should thank you for that.”
“Back then, my father—”
Max waved his hand in an unimportant dismissive gesture. “Forget I mentioned it. How’s the old coot doing these days?”
She looked into the crowd, feeling the numbness creep into her shoulders like a weight. “He passed away a couple of months ago.”
No point in mentioning the rapid decline of the only parent she’d known and loved. Her mother had died giving birth to Shauna, and now, without any family members left, she was feeling the void.
Max glanced away from her. “Damn. I’m sorry.”
She shrugged it off. “How’s your mom?”
“Fine. She retired to Florida.”
“That’s nice.”
God, there it was, the polite niceties that people shared when conversation got awkward. As if they hadn’t been crazy for each other once. As if they hadn’t given up their relationship for the sake of their families.
If he started talking about the weather, she was going to need a stiff drink. As it was, she needed a stiff something.
“Max, the past is all water under the bridge for me.” She gave him a smile that felt a little tight around the edges.
“Yeah, me too,” he said, but he was still staring off into the crowd.
From across the room, the groom flagged Max to come over. She downed half her drink and sighed when he made his excuses and headed that way.
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I can hardly believe that tomorrow I’m gonna be married!” Brandy said, glowing with happiness and more than her share of alcohol.
Shauna sat with her best friends, all three of them having kicked their shoes off to sit together one final time before the wedding day. From their corner of the room, they observed the wild crowd.
“I can’t believe it took you that long,” Daisy said. “If you’d married sooner, we could’ve been pregnant at the same time.” With her free hand, she rubbed her huge belly, clearly happy with the way her life had turned out.
“Hey, don’t say that M-word around me,” Shauna warned.
“What?Man or marriage?” Brandy teased. “By the way, where is your own walking, talking Mr. Satisfaction?”
“I’m waiting for Mr. Perfect,” Shauna replied.
“Doesn’t exist.”
“I’ll settle for Mr. Charming.”
“He’ll inevitably turn into Mr. Cheesy. Take it from me, sister,” Daisy said, “you don’t want to be married to Mr. Cheesy. My cousin did that.”
Daisy had cousins who had done everything.
“And who wants a Mr. Perfect, anyway? You need a man who will satisfy you, give you the world, and make you want to be with him when you’re both old and wrinkly.” Brandy winked over her drink. “Long-term satisfaction is much better than temporary bliss.”
“Haven’t you guys patented a husband-o-meter yet?” Shauna teased. “What’s with the delay? The way y’all give advice, I’d think you’d—wham—pull your meter out like a gun and start pointing it around, looking for Mr. Right—Oh, excuse me, Mr. Satisfaction.”
“Hey, Brandy,” Daisy said, looking purposefully at a group of men that were laughing together. “Think we can find a man for her in the bunch?”
“Oh, no. Don’t start matchmaking,” Shauna said, only to be ignored.
“That one flashing the capped tooth is always talking about his ex-wife or his ex-girlfriend,” Brandy said, shaking her head. “I’d rate him a three. Two, if he’s bragging about a baby mama.”
“Amen to that,” Daisy said, inspecting the next candidate. “Lionel, the guy next to him, has the funkiest pickup lines I’ve ever heard. ‘Do your feet hurt?’ Cause you’ve been running through my mind.’ That is so old! He didn’t seem to care that I’m both married and pregnant.”
“I don’t need a man,” Shauna insisted.
“Please tell me you’ve dated since the last time we set you up?” Daisy asked with a frown.
“Two jobs don’t leave a heck of a lot of time to date,” Shauna pointed out. “And besides, I don’t need you setting me up again. The last time you hooked me up with a date, he had the IQ of a doorstop.”
“Told ya,” Brandy muttered behind her drink.
“Duane is a model!” Daisy said defensively. “Only you would sit there all night, checking out his IQ, girl!”
“He was boring as hell.”
“She likes the strong silent types,” Brandy added. “You know, the ones that say more without talking than with words. The deep-thinking philosopher type. Like in the foreign movies, except those guys always look constipated.”
“Ha ha. Very funny,” Shauna said, but she couldn’t hold on to her straight face.
“Honey”—Daisy patted Shauna’s hand. “I have a cousin who—”
“No!” both Shauna and Brandy said at the same time. Shauna had yet to meet any of Daisy’s cousins that hadn’t done hard time.
“Daisy, you know we’re right.” Brandy tapped her hand when Daisy scowled. “And anyway, the way Shauna’s been keeping track of Max all night, I’d say she already has a man in mind.”
Shauna felt her cheeks flush furiously even as she clucked her tongue. “Don’t be ridiculous! Max is just an old friend. I just can’t get over how tall he is.”
Both her friends shared knowing glances and cocky smiles. They’d been her friend long enough to remember the gushing phone calls of an infatuated seventeen-year-old Shauna.
She groaned. “How is it that we ended up talking about my love life at your bachelorette party?”
“Because that’s what friends are for. To remind them of the important things in life,” Daisy said, counting them off with her fingers. “Sex. Money. Um . . .”
“Fashion,” Shauna added.
“And the hunt for Mr. Satisfaction!” Brandy slurred.
“And soon, we’ll add babies to that list,” Daisy piped in, getting a hoot from Brandy.
“I can’t afford any of those things right now.” Shauna chuckled, meaning it more than her friends knew. “But I have nothing against the sex and fashion part.”
“Heck, by this time next year, you’ll probably have it all,” Brandy said.
“Are you trying to jinx me?”
Brandy lifted her glass of ginger ale. “Only in the name of love, sister.”
“I’m up for that,” Daisy chimed in, her infectious loud cackle turning a few heads. “Can I get an amen?”
“Amen!”
The three friends raised their drinks and clicked them together with a cheer of solidarity.
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It was almost two in the morning before the last of the people left the party. Max downed the remains of his last beer and was ready to head out when he found Shauna with a waiter from the bar, who was patiently waiting on a bill.
“I’m sorry, ma’am. The card was declined.”
Acute embarrassment crossed her face. “Oh, darn. I must’ve given you the wrong card. Here, try this one,” she said, handing him another.
The waiter gave her a polite smile and disappeared with the card. The minute she spotted him, Shauna’s frown disappeared, so Max pretended he hadn’t heard.
“Calling it a night?” she asked.
“Yeah. Everyone’s pretty much gone.” He looked around to buy himself a couple of seconds. “Need help with anything?”
“No.”
Okay, so maybe he hadn’t been so subtle. The slight tilt of her chin was pure defensiveness. It put him back in time, into baggy jeans, sneakers with holes, and an empty wallet. Back to a time where every penny counted, and pride was an expensive commodity.
“Take a party favor,” she said, opening a large bag and offering it to him, then smiling in a way that was surely meant to distract him.
Max reached into the bag full of fortune cookies and took one just as the waiter arrived with her credit card. Apparently this one hadn’t bounced.
She signed, and Max reluctantly shoved his hands into his pockets, clamping down on a sudden rush of sympathy.
“Well, if you don’t need me, I guess I’ll say good night then,” he said.
She nodded and waved. “G’night.”
But he was still waiting for the elevator to arrive when she stepped into the lobby. Even after the long night, there was something about the way she massaged her neck with her right hand and leaned casually against the wall that made the years between them melt away.
No matter what fate had dealt them, he wanted her all over again. Hell, he wasn’t sure he’d ever stopped wanting her. When he’d been a boy, he’d wanted her with the emotional passion of a man. Now as a man, he realized the attraction had only grown dangerously stronger, but tangled up in all that was this double-edged need to possess and protect her. How would life have changed if she hadn’t been sent away?
“This place has slow elevators,” she said, tucking her hair behind her ear in a nervous gesture then pressing the elevator call button again.
“Yup,” he said, for lack of anything better to say.
The elevator arrived, and they both stepped inside. In the intimate silence, he felt the desperate knot of time and harsh hopelessness, of wanting something that had been so far out of his reach and, even now, was something he couldn’t let go of. Shauna.
“So, what did your fortune cookie say?” she asked. A quick flick of her tongue over her lips drew his gaze to her mouth.
“You first,” he said.
A tint of heat bloomed in her cheeks. “Okay.” She reached into the bag and cracked a fortune cookie.
“Well?”
She politely cleared her throat and read, “Kiss the person to the right of you.” In bed.
He grinned.
She shoved the little piece of paper into her pocket far too carefully. “You are directly in front of me, so I guess you’re out of the question.”
He grinned and stepped to her right.
SHAUNA COULD ONLY stare as his hand slid below her earlobe to where her pulse was already falling all over itself at the prospect of his kiss. His face lowered; then he stopped.
“Any objection?” his gruff question was softly seductive.
The butterflies in her stomach trembled. “No.”
Shauna felt the sensuous contact of his lips against her jaw. The whole world seemed to hold still, his breath flowing warm against her skin, the light citrus scent of his cologne wrapping around her senses as he placed a light kiss on her cheek. She trembled, unable to help the broken sigh that escaped her.
That kiss, that simple kiss, felt as innocent as moonlight and as guilty as lust. And not nearly enough.
Suddenly, his mouth moved to her lips, slanting over hers, claiming it as if he’d been starved for it. She groaned at the contact, losing herself in the taste of him, in the rush of his need, in the hunger that had her wrapping her arms around his shoulders as he slowly took her breath away.
One kiss slid into another, demanding more, giving more, and causing the world to tilt behind her eyes, blending the surreal and the real.
For so many years she’d wanted this, wanted him! It felt so good, so right. She eased against the solid planes of his body, thrilled at his hardening erection and guttural groan of weakness.
Drowning in the brunt of his kisses, she arched against him and trembled when his hands cupped her breasts.
“Oh, Max!” She wanted to rip his clothes off, wanted his skin on hers, wanted his hot mouth everywhere.
He abruptly broke the kiss and touched his forehead to hers. “Shouldn’t we take it slow?” he asked huskily.
“No,” she said, completely without thinking.
He grinned. “Then you want to know what my fortune cookie said?”
She licked her lips, knowing he would tell her anyway. He leaned back a bit but kept watching her mouth, and it made her hungrier for more of his.
“Make a wish, and it will be granted.” He leaned farther back.
“What do you wish for?” she found herself asking.
There seemed to be too many haggard breaths and heartbeats before he replied, his voice gruff with warning. “I wish to see you in little more than those pink satin slippers you’re wearing. You. With me. For the whole night.”
She struggled to clear her mind, unable to even speak, the images his words created blazing through her imagination. Was he serious?
The tremor of his broken chuckle brushed her skin. “Don’t look so shocked, honey. You wanted to know.”
His thumb remained at the curve of her throat, stroking her racing pulse. There was just enough fire still in her veins to want to make impulsive decisions, to make her want to throw caution to the wind and take him up on it.
Abruptly, the elevator doors opened, and she sobered as reality settled in. “Haven’t you heard you’re supposed to be careful with what you wish for, Max?”
The heat in his gaze was full of conviction. “Believe me, I thrive on wishes, but I learned the hard way that they’re not for cowards.”
What the hell did that mean?
He stepped back, and Shauna stepped out of the elevator, feeling aroused and naked and confused.
When the steel doors finally blocked out his heated gaze, Shauna was embarrassed to see her own stupefied, dreamy expression reflected back.
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It was three in the morning, and Shauna was alone in her hotel room, mentally reviewing her reaction to Max and agonizing over every detail.
Kissing him was so sensuous, such a delightful oral experience. . . . Holy smoke. If she was melting from his kisses, what would she do if he made love to her?
She flipped through endless TV channels only to end up flopping in bed, cuddling up to her pillow and sipping on a tiny bottle of Scotch from the minibar.
Roses. She remembered how long ago he had twice clipped pink and red roses from her garden and left them on the outer windowsill of her bedroom, then tapped on her window and disappeared before she could spot him. But even now, the memory warmed her, causing her to smile.
He was such a meticulous gardener, ruthless with weeds and trimming, then claiming that all that flowers needed to be beautiful was some sunshine and rain. On one occasion, she’d even heard him muttering mixed threats and encouragement to sick plants.
Was he still the same way? What if her dad hadn’t lost his fortune? What if she hadn’t been shipped off that fateful night and they’d made it to the dance? What if things had worked out differently?
She took the last sip. Alcohol usually made her drowsy, but tonight it didn’t feel like it was doing a damned thing.
The truth was, she was too aroused, wondering what it would feel like to have the weight of Max on her, to get tangled up in his arms and legs, to kiss and sweat and swear until her mind and body emptied and the aching stopped.
Max was a man now, not a boy her father had forbidden her to see. She was a woman too, not a child who could be manipulated by her father.
An outrageous thought began to bloom in her mind. What if I made his wish come true? What if I simply showed up at his door?
“No way,” she whispered, closing her eyes and trying to listen to the tiny voice of cool logic. Hadn’t she wanted him for . . . forever?
Wishes are not for cowards.
Oh, God. This was insane.
Well, skimpy underwear would not be a problem. It was one of the few things she pampered herself with every now and then. She flopped on her belly, propped her head on her chin, and contemplated her reflection on the dresser mirror a short distance away.
No! How could she even think it?
Assuming she wasn’t going to be too chicken to knock on his door, what would she say if he answered?
With a groan, she flopped on her back. Insane. Absolutely not! She argued with herself for twenty minutes more before she settled on doing a dry run. She didn’t want to think of whether that made her cowardly or not.
Chances were excellent that he was asleep anyway. She’d simply revel in the brazenness of standing at his door for a few moments.
Room 220. She knew because she’d arranged the hotel stay for the guests and, well, it had stuck in her head. She groaned. Everything about Max seemed to stick in her head.
Hell, maybe the alcohol was working after all.
The full impact of what she was doing hit her when she found herself at the door of Max’s room, in nothing but her pink silk-strapped high heels and her beige thigh-length coat while wearing only a skimpy coral-colored thong underneath. There was a glow of light under the door, and she could make out the low drone of a television.
Good God, he was awake!
Or dozing in front of the TV screen.
“Go back,” she mumbled to herself. Her stomach was in roiling knots, her heart was knocking like a flailing piston, and dammit, she was all but shaking from nerves. “What the hell am I doing?”
Five years! She’d put him on a pedestal for all that time, so wasn’t it time to act on her feelings for him?
She clenched her right hand and then, holding her breath, moved it mere inches from the door.
One knock, she decided. Just one itsy-bitsy, tiny, quiet knock. If he heard it, fine. If not, she’d go into the hotel gym and get on the treadmill for a serious marathon run.
She took a deep shaky breath then as quietly as possible, knocked on the door.
MAX RESIGNED HIMSELF to the fact that his insomnia was less about lack of sleep than it was about Shauna’s haunting kiss, of her soft curvy body and the feel of her that had made him hard in record time.
It had been reckless to goad her like that, to make such a remark about wishes and cowards. The way he saw it, he’d given her two choices: She could run from him, which was probably for the best. Or she could come to him. There was a one-in-a-million chance of that happening.
And why would she? Maybe she still saw him as her gardener from back in the day. If he didn’t know better, he’d swear she didn’t know he’d done business with her father. The old man had lost his business edge, and it had showed. In fact, the old man considered him the enemy. How could she not know?
He shook his head, then rubbed his eyes. At the moment, none of that seemed to matter.
He hadn’t been able to get Shauna out of his mind, and in fact, he’d been stuck in a state of semiarousal ever since. The familiarity of her smile, the gleam in her eyes, heck, even that sassy mouth of hers gave him an unmistakable feeling of coming home, as invigorating as a breath of fresh air.
But what was he thinking? She was still out of his league. He sighed.
Watching the news had only made the night seem longer, so in a last-ditch effort to exhaust his body; Max did some sit-ups and crunches, intending to finish up only when he was exhausted.
Anything but masturbation. If he resorted to that, Shauna would become a permanent wet dream that he would never be able to abolish.
Max was in the middle of doing a push-up when suddenly he spotted the shadow of feet under the door.
He shoved himself off the ground in time to hear the light tap, if that’s what it was at all. Quickly, he pulled his jeans on over his boxer shorts and went to answer the door.
Shauna stood before him, looking at him with panicked wide eyes, her hands tucked into a coat jacket . . . and nothing else between the bottom hem of her coat and the pink satin shoes except long luscious brown legs.
Words failed him for a second before he came up with, “Hey.”
Her smile was weak, ephemeral. “Hi.”
From what he could see of her cleavage, it looked like she had nothing on underneath the coat. A hot curl of desire began unraveling in his gut like kerosene, sparking to life as he watched her nervously nibble the fullness of her bottom lip.
“You’re up.” She gave a wistful huff of a laugh and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear in a sensuous but nervous gesture. “May I come in?”
She might as well have stuck her hand down his pants, his reaction was just as powerful. Sweet Jesus, did she have any idea how much he wanted her?
Unable to help himself, he took a step back, silently inviting her into his room. She moved hesitantly past him in a trail of soft-scented perfume before Max closed the door.
SHAUNA SAT PRIMLY on the edge of his unmade bed, hoping she looked as suave and sophisticated as possible. “Max, I know what you’re probably thinking—”
“Oh, I don’t think so,” he said, sounding positively sure. He turned off the TV and stood patiently with his hands on his hips. His jeans were just slack enough on his hips and crotch to make him calendar material. She practically gaped when she noticed he was al-ready aroused.
Nervously, she turned her eyes away. “Okay, so maybe I don’t know what you’re thinking. I mean, I’ve never done anything like this before in my life.”
A stiff, crooked smile appeared on his lips, but he waited for her to continue. The more nervous she got, the more she realized she was making a fool out of herself. Wha t had she been thinking?
The air suddenly felt thin, and the fragile bravery she’d worked up began to fail. Why didn’t he say something? Anything?
“I, ah . . . I’m sorry, Max. I can see this was a bad idea.” She stood to head for the door, ready to bolt, but he stopped her, his hand resting on her waist.
“Don’t run off on me now.” His soft, raw whisper was far more calming than if he’d flirted. “Tell me what’s on your mind.”
The warmth of his touch settled right through the thin jacket. It’s now or never. She leaned up, kissed him on the lips, and confessed, “I want you.”
It seemed as if he didn’t move for an eternity, then he was pulling her completely against him, his powerful arms embracing her tightly. “Then I’m yours.”
His mouth covered hers in a slow, soulful, devastating kiss. She felt like she’d crashed into it, into him. Wrapping her arms around his warm, hard shoulders, she demanded her own hungry kisses, grinding slowly against him with the sweet need that trembled from deep inside.
She simply couldn’t get enough of him. His hands roamed her back, cresting over her butt cheeks to rock her against his rigid erection. For that sweet, intimate moment, even the kiss remained suspended.
“Oh, God . . . Max . . .” Please, please, please . . .
“Let’s take it easy, hon.”
Then somehow the coat belt was undone, and his wide palms were sliding up her ribs to cup her breasts, squeezing the weight and ache there, adding to her breathless delirium.
“God, you’re damn near naked. . . . So beautiful.” She heard the words said between harsh breaths, between kisses and nuzzles and soft bites as he worked his way up her neck. He licked her skin, found her pulse, and sucked on it, creating ruthless little shivers that had her moaning much too loudly.
The coat rustled as it slid to her elbows, the whoosh of cooler air at her back added to the shivers going up her spine.
Her hands searched out his jeans, and she stroked over the hard ridge of his erection, feeling the tremor of his response all the way to his shoulders.
“God! Shauna . . .” He withstood two thorough strokes before pulling her hand away. “I’m not going to make it if you keep that up.”
“Take ’em off.”
He silenced her with a brutal kiss, this one hungrier than the last. His hands slid up her thighs, gripped her hips, and she barely registered the taut rip of her lacy thong falling apart. He pulled the material free, the slickness of her arousal sliding over her clitoris before the fabric was tossed away. She broke the kiss, desperate for air, desperate for him.
“Max, hurry.”
She fumbled with his button fly, but he was quicker, and the hiss of the zipper soon followed. In a flash, his jeans and boxers were shucked to his knees, and she was yanked back into his arms.
After a weightless moment, she realized he’d lifted her—lifted her!—right off her feet, to bury his face in her breasts.
“Oh!” Her shaky moan sounded too pornographic in the quietness of the room.
He took a nipple into his mouth, sucking it as intently as he’d tasted her mouth. He moved to her other breast, then lowered her slowly down his body, riding the unmistakable hard length of his cock.
“Oh . . . God . . . yes.” She couldn’t look away from his eyes as she slid farther down his body. The bulbous tip of his cock teased the wet folds of her sex, finding and pushing into her sheath, delving deeper, inch by slick inch.
“Oh yes.”
His arms trembled around her, and she moaned weakly, very aware of his thickness invading her, stretching her more and more, deeper, until the snugness bordered on pain.
She saw the shock in his eyes as realization hit. “A virgin?”
Ruled by the need to get past the discomfort, she replied by shifting her hips, feeling trapped, aroused and incomplete, trying to end the unrelenting yearning.
“Don’t!” Abruptly, he lifted her off him. The world dipped, and she suddenly felt the bed at her back as they tumbled into it. The hard bluntness of his cock was hot where it pushed damply against her inner thigh. Above her, Max was clenching his teeth, his eyes blazing with desire, accusation, anger, and some other unnamed emotion.
Shauna shifted beneath him, stripped of her pride, naked beyond skin. “Please, Max . . . You want me. I want you—”
“Sweet heaven,” he growled.
Emotion choked her, and she cupped his face in her hands, almost in tears. “Wishes are not for cowards,” she whispered.
“Damn you,” he muttered.
He closed his eyes, and she could feel the strain of his muscles as he held perfectly still. She kissed him desperately, using every feminine instinct to break his willpower.
“I promise I won’t ask for anything more than this, Max. Don’t make me beg.”
His eyes closed, his muscles strained beneath her touch before he kissed her with such tenderness that her heart squeezed in her chest. Then as she drowned in the taste of him, he slid into her again, partially filling her and stroking in sweet, short thrusts that only served to make her more senseless.
She tightened her grip around his hips, saying his name with urgency. The pleasure spiraled in degrees, with his hungry, searching mouth, with the sensuous strokes and caresses of his hands, with those infuriating short strokes that were just not enough.
Shauna cried out in frustration. “Max!”
He suddenly flexed his hips harder, breaching her virginity and filling her to the hilt in one swift thrust.
The pain suspended the pleasure for an instant before fading. Then there was the overwhelming, delicious sensation of feeling joined and utterly filled by him. Finally!
Shauna cupped his head, and kissed him, and kissed him, and kissed him . . . their hips unmoving.
“Shauna . . . I’m sorry.” Max braced above her, his face taut, his teeth clenched. “I wanted to go slow for you,” he growled huskily.
“It feels . . . incredible.”
He rocked into her in an experimental thrust, as if testing his control. Then again, and again . . . and again . . .
The rhythm of it docked deep into her, riding her wetness, tilling new emotions with each thrust. She moaned, unable to help herself. Each breath and caress gathered the fringes of a new sensual storm closer like a circling fire. The scrape of his jaw brushed her breast as his mouth found her nipple again.
“Relax, babe,” he coaxed. “Don’t fight it.”
“I, ah . . . oh . . .” It was there, almost within reach, almost. . .
The sensations gathered force, drawing nearer, and she only knew that she felt as if she were about to dive backward from a ledge. “Oh, God.”
He murmured things against her skin, the wide rub of his palms holding her possessively, his mouth nipping, licking and sucking, alternately made her tremble further until she was breathlessly dizzy.
When she thought she couldn’t stand it anymore, his hand moved between their bodies and stroked her clitoris, circling and rubbing the nub in synch with his thrusts, his words coaxing her in a mindless language of murmurs.
“Now, babe,” he whispered urgently. “Now . . .”
Behind her eyes, she fell backward into the abyss of pleasure, surrendering, trusting, falling . . . falling . . .
The whiplash of orgasm was sudden and blinding, clenching around him, grinding and gripping him as she drowned in the mindless, timeless sensation of utter release.
In the riptide of the aftermath, she felt him surge into her twice more, uncontrolled and primal, hitting that still molten spot in her womb.
His soft coarse groan was lost in the thunder of heartbeats when his hot ejaculation spilled inside her. His breath broke, quivering against her mouth while her body trembled at the force of it. He lay heavily on her, imprisoning her in his embrace, rustling the sheets.
For an eternity, she simply floated there, utterly blissful.
Good God.
So this was what she’d been missing her entire life.
She grinned weakly, her calves sliding on the back of his thighs. She felt her remaining shoe slide off and heard it hit the ground with a light thud.
“You okay?” he asked, his voice hoarse.
It seemed to take too much effort to speak. “Yeah.”
He kissed her cheek, then her neck, and finally her lips.
She sighed, smiled, and surrendered to the hazy lure of sleep.
MAX TURNED THE bedside lamp on and simply took his time admiring Shauna. Never in his wildest dreams had he really thought she’d come to him. Him!
The knowledge gripped tightly around his heart, and he felt both incredibly honored and equally terrified. She was his now, no doubt about it. A crazy swell of pride and possession filled his chest.
His.
How in God’s name had this beautiful, sexy twenty-two-year-old woman remained a virgin all these years anyway? A virgin. It ricocheted around in his mind like a trapped bullet.
His erection throbbed to life, and he wanted nothing more than to make love to her again.
This changed everything. He wasn’t sure how, but simply knew that it did. A sliver of panic trailed down his back when he remembered he hadn’t used a condom. He could only hope she’d thought of contraception, mostly because he didn’t want her to have any regrets.
He trailed his fingers over Shauna’s ribs, watching the goose bumps form, and a frown marred her forehead in sleep. So damn sexy.
Not only had her clothes and shoes landed on the floor, but her purse had also spilled fortune cookies everywhere. Hell, her coat wasn’t even completely off. He couldn’t even feel ashamed for that.
“Hey, sleepyhead,” he whispered. “You can’t just come in here looking for some action then fall asleep like this.” He chuckled when she swatted at his hand.
He took her right nipple briefly into his mouth, loving the weak moan that escaped her. “We need to talk,” he said.
“Wouldn’t you rather just do it again?” she mumbled, smiling with her eyes closed.
“Aren’t you sore?”
She peered at him, blushing beautifully, a rose at first bloom. “A little.”
“I should’ve stopped to discuss your bill of health. But I would’ve found out then.”
She licked her lips, and he was sure she had no idea how sexy that was. “If you want to use a condom, that’s okay, but I like the feel of your, um, skin.”
His cock all but jerked to mount her, and his pulse thickened in his veins. “God, Shauna.”
He studied her for a few more seconds, dazed and grinning like a fool.
“Why me?” he finally asked the question he’d been dying to know.
Her hand crept up to cover his where it rested over her right breast. “I’ve always known I could trust you.”
He fumbled to understand her softly spoken words, feeling both humbled at her honesty and ashamed, knowing she would never have trusted him if she knew about the business with her father.
“Think we would’ve done this five years ago?” she asked.
He paused, feeling the warm memories of the past wrap around them. “I doubt it. You argued with me every chance you got. I couldn’t even get you to kiss me.”
“I debated with you. You just always seemed to lose.” She smiled. “Besides, I was shy and you didn’t even make a direct pass at me.”
“I left you roses,” he pointed out.
“Yes, you did.” Her smile grew soft. “I loved that.”
His hand shifted gently against her ribs. He still couldn’t figure out how it added up, how she was there, skin to skin, his for the taking.
He waited for her to broach the subject but instead she touched his nose. “How did you get this?”
“Drunken bar fight.”
She chuckled. “Ah.”
With his other hand, he tucked her hair behind her ear. “Anyone ever tell you that you have beautiful ears?”
She raised her eyes in surprise. “You should see my breasts.”
He laughed. “Those are beauts, don’t get me wrong, but your ears are downright sexy.”
“You mean, instead of buying lacy bras and lingerie, I should just get a couple of nice earrings?”
“They look great naked,” he said, being deliberately husky.
“Wow. Who knew?” She turned her head and contemplated his ears.
“Well?”
“Lovely, but I’m more fascinated by your dick.”
He laughed and turned her so they were both on their sides, facing each other. At this rate, she was never going to raise the question that needed to be asked, so he asked it. “Why didn’t you call me, Shauna?”
With her index finger, she traced the muscular roundness of his shoulder, glancing at him. “I couldn’t get to a phone, but I had Brandy call you.”
He hadn’t heard the message on his voice mail until the next day. “Yes, she said you couldn’t make the dance and that you had to leave, but what about afterward?”
Her face saddened a little. “The truth? My father had his first stroke about then. I spent a couple of days at the hospital with him before I found out about our financial ruin. Then I heard you’d been fired by my dad . . . and the collectors started swarming and . . . the rest is history.”
She tried to hide the past behind a smile, but he knew better. “Shauna, I—”
“No more questions tonight, Max,’’ she said, gently squeezing his hand. “Not tonight. Just make love with me again.”
“You’re asking too much,” he murmured.
She glanced down at his blatant erection. “Oh, I don’t think so.”
“I mean—”
“You can ask me all you want tomorrow. Right now, I’m dying to know what bump-and-grind moves you can teach me. How about you tell me what turns you on?”
He groaned involuntarily and firmly held his desire in check. “Good thing you’re not shy anymore.”
She wiggled her eyebrows. “I’ve always wondered what it’s like to be the one on top.”
His erection plumped further and throbbed, and by the look on her face, Max could see she was enjoying his reaction.
“Or maybe you won’t object if I put my mouth on your body—”
He silenced her with a hungry kiss, unable to help himself. “Lord help us, I’ve created a sex fiend.”
“I would’ve thought you to be a certified freak, but you’re not showing it,” she teased, biting back a grin.
“Oh yeah? Try to keep up.”
He put every skill he had into making love to her again, branding his touch on her so she’d never forget him.
He loved the way she sighed, loved that her innocent, fumbling caresses became bolder as he got weaker. He loved the way she moaned his name, the way she gripped him with her thighs, her tight, wet sex almost too perfect for words. He loved how she arched a little when she was crashing toward an orgasm, so uninhibited. He loved the way she made those soft, vulnerable sounds, then got all breathy and tremulous when she finally lost it with an openmouthed gasp.
No sooner had he recovered from that one than she tried to tumble him, and when he allowed it, he had to grip the bedsheets in his fists, almost tearing the material when she flattened her hands on his chest and rode him like a rodeo queen.
Finally, covered with a sheen of perspiration, he fell into a calm, dreamless sleep, with her sleeping at his side, until she woke him, running her hands over his body. The bedside lamp had been turned off, and a sliver of moonlight illuminated the curve of her hip and tilt of her breast. It was too sacred for words.
And like shadows, they moved together like a calm tide, their breaths heavy with want and barren of words. In the intimate embrace, he dared to wish for more, dared to admit that he was getting tangled in more than her mouth and body heat, in more than her unspoken words and limber rhythm.
In the sanctity of darkness, he thanked her the only way he could, with everything he had, until she could no longer hold back, and neither could he.
SHAUNA WAS RUDELY jarred awake by the sound of loud knocking. The first thing she realized was that she was practically sprawled on top of an equally sleepy Max.
“Yo, Max! Wake up, man,” the voices that accompanied the knocking were persistent. “Church rehearsals are in less than an hour.”
Shauna’s eyes met Max, and the words hit her like a ton of bricks. Church rehearsals? “Shit! The wedding!” She froze, then sprang out of bed, snatching her coat from the ground and racing into the bathroom.
The events of the night before crowded her mind, but she shoved them back, ignoring the sore sweet spots on her body and knowing only that she had to face Max briefly before they hurried off to the church.
One glimpse at the mirror confirmed she looked like she’d been indulging in a night of sex—sweet, delicious, hard-rocking sex.
“Lordy, lordy . . .” She quickly cleaned herself up and tried to make the best of her hair, but it wasn’t a vast improvement.
She could hear voices in the other room and hoped Max was shooing his friends off. She heard the door close, then silence.
With a sigh, she belted the coat, gave herself a stern look in the mirror, then rushed into the bedroom before she could allow herself to lock the door and cower there forever.
Max had pulled on his jeans, but he stood rubbing his face, looking bewildered. He immediately grinned at her, and butterflies of pleasure fluttered in her gut again.
“I—I have to go,” she stammered.
“Wait a few minutes.”
“I wish I could, but I’m already behind.”
More knocking sounded at the door. “Hey, Max, you have the check for the caterer?”
Max walked to the door, cracked it enough to speak to his friends. “Enough already. Kick rocks. I’ll be downstairs in a few.”
By the time he’d shut the door, she was on her knees, shoving all her items into her spilled purse and searching for her shoes. She found one under the bed and looked up to see Max holding the other one.
“Great view,” he commented.
She blushed and stood to get the shoe from him, but instead of handing it to her, he got on one knee and slid it onto her foot, running his hand up her leg and burying his face just under her breasts.
“Max!”
His hand kept riding up until it slipped under the coat, headed right for her hips.
“No, stop it!” She couldn’t decide whether to give in to the urge to giggle or simply panic.
“I’ll introduce you to a quickie,” he promised.
“We’re both going to be late!”
He groaned, but his grip loosened enough, so she scrambled for the door.
“Wait.” The flat of his hand slapped against the door as she twisted the knob, and just like that, time reverted, sliding to a halt. “About last night. . . It seems inadequate to say just thanks.”
She kept her back to him. “Urn, you’re welcome.”
“I still have more questions for you.”
“Later, okay?”
“Could you at least look at me before you leave?”
She half turned, looking at him over her shoulder. “Sorry, but my breath is hideous, and I know I’m not much to look at right now.”
“You’re the sexiest woman I’ve ever seen.”
Her heart did its silly flip-flop again. “You should never get your eyes checked.”
Max dropped a kiss on the curve of her neck. “Save a dance for me, okay?”
“Okay.”
He lowered his hand, kissed her again. “Promise?”
She heard the implication. Promise me you won’t leave without an explanation like before. “I promise.”
When Shauna pulled the door open, she recognized two of his friends from the party standing by the elevator nearby. She was painfully aware of her state of undress and the obvious scent of sex that still clung to her.
She heard Max mutter a curse behind her and couldn’t bear to even glance at him.
Muttering “Good morning,” she hurried past them with all the dignity she could muster and headed for the staircase.
“Man,” one of the guys remarked. “You already tapped that? You are one fast mother—”
She heard a rumble of comments like blunt daggers at her back, the words cut short by Max’s angry comeback. It was too low for her ears, but the threat was unmistakable. She didn’t stick around to hear the rest.
Once the staircase door closed behind her with a loud clang, she paused midway up the stairs and drew a deep breath, feeling tainted and unclean.
Bastards.
Last night had been amazing. Absolutely amazing.
Max had been right. Wishes were not for cowards. Just thinking about him sparked a glow within her like sunshine, until she was near to bursting with joy. No, even though it had meant parading herself past those guys, she still wouldn’t have changed a thing from the night before.
Feeling giddy, she took an extra moment to hug the memories of Max to herself and then rushed up the stairs to get ready for Brandy’s wedding.
THE TWO HOURS leading up to the wedding were nothing short of orchestrated chaos. She felt as if there were a huge neon sign hovering over her head that announced she was no longer a virgin. And just as absurd, she felt like grinning and hugging everyone. Hell, she felt like belting out a love song!
A couple of times, she’d caught herself holding her hand over her chest as if to calm her own heartbeat. And yet no one seemed to notice a thing.
Thank God.
Shauna set to work, making sure the flower girls stayed neat and the rose petals remained in their baskets until the appropriate time. Even her snug lavender bridesmaid’s gown made her feel feminine and voluptuous, whereas before it had made her feel like a trussed-up mermaid.
Amid all of this, her friend Brandy was the definition of a happy bride. She looked utterly beautiful and serene, seemingly oblivious of the fact that it had begun to drizzle on her wedding day. The bride wore a string of shells decorating the headpiece of her veil, which was a family heirloom that had been passed on from mother to daughter since God knew when. Her gown was a shimmer of white that wrapped around her like the froth of a waterfall, and her face had a secret, knowing acceptance that practically made her glow.
Brandy’s family was everywhere. Everyone from Brandy’s grand-mother, aunts, mother, and endless number of cousins wanted to be around Brandy, fussing over her, tending to every little detail.
“Come on, people, get back to your stations! The music is about to start,” Daisy yelled, waddling into the small room like a penguin. The pregnancy, accentuated by her bridesmaid gown, made her stand out from the rest of the bridesmaids like a sore thumb.
The music cued up, and the ceremony began. Shauna watched it all as if from a distance. She hugged the bride, and the tight embrace moved her almost to tears.
“I’m so happy for you! You look gorgeous,” Shauna assured her. “Remember when we were girls, playing dress-up in your mother’s closet and dreaming about this day?”
“Don’t get me started. I can’t afford tears right now.” Brandy laughed.
The little flower girls went first, counting each step silently before carefully dropping the rose petals. All the pews of the church were filled with families from both sides. Here and there, several Sunday-special hats tilted on women’s heads as they craned to get a better view. The men were all decked out in ties, suits, and in shoes polished to a shine. Their muffled coughs blended with the low-level murmur of anticipation.
The clean smell of candle wax and polished wood gave the inside of the church a reverent and somber atmosphere, perfect for vows and forever-afters.
And then Shauna saw Max, who was stunning in a tux, and her heart felt like it had grown wings and threatened to fly right out of her chest. When he looked at her like that, with the world of intimate secrets in his eyes, he simply took her breath away.
She automatically reached for his hand when he offered it and felt his warm squeeze before he placed her fingers at his elbow. They fell in line behind Daisy and her husband as they went down the aisle.
When they reached the pastor, they each went their separate ways, standing across from each other as the bride made her entrance.
The rest of the ceremony began to blur together. Loud organ music was both romantic and spiritual. Shauna was lost in the solemn promise of the couple as each proclaimed vows to honor and love the other without spite, with forgiveness, and with the strength to face whatever life may cast their way.
The candles flickered, and the bride’s eyes shimmered with tears, her smile full of love for her husband.
And it was there, in the sanctity of hearing the words and looking past the couple to Max, that her heart twisted in her chest with longing. He was watching her so intently, the world seemed to fade away. For a desperate second, she wished she could be in his embrace, wished he knew how precious last night had been for her.
Max gave her a soft smile, and Shauna managed to return it and pull her attention away.
The warm, fuzzy feeling remained with her for the rest of the ceremony, and it wasn’t until the couple jumped over an old traditional broomstick that the world seemed to speed up again.
Posing for the photos went by quickly, thanks to the militant little photographer. Then everyone walked over to the reception hall to toast the couple and cut the wedding cake.
When the married couple finally had their first dance, the bridesmaids soon found their partners and joined them. Still she felt a bittersweet moment when Max stood before her holding his hand out. “Care to dance?”
“Yes.” I promised I would.
She stepped into his arms, the music soothing and slow. She closed her eyes for a moment and imagined herself at the junior ball, in the dance they should’ve had together five years ago. The one she hadn’t been able to attend.
“He’s nothing but a thuggish gardener!” her father had yelled, the vein in his neck sticking out. ’Are you so desperate that you have to date the help?”
She’d yelled back, rebellious, angry with his narrow-minded decision. It was the only time her father had ever raised his hand at her. Even now, she could clearly feel the sting of the slap.
It would be much later when she’d realized her father had been informed of the extent of his devastating debts that night and had taken it out on her.
“You look sad,” Max whispered into her ear.
“Hmm? Oh, it’s nothing.”
“It’s something.”
The music came to an end, and he pulled her toward one of the corners and out into the balmy June sunlight. “Tell me.”
She sighed. “I was just wondering how different life would’ve been if I’d made it to the prom that night. My life changed so suddenly, I felt like I’d stepped into an alternate universe.”
He simply watched her with eyes that reminded her sharply of the young man he’d been, wary and hopeful.
“I know what that dance meant to you, and I want you to know, I never meant to deliberately hurt you,” she whispered.
He tipped her chin up and brushed a kiss on her lips. “We did what we had to.” He smiled, but she suddenly felt as if he was distancing himself. “Want some punch and cake?”
“Max—”
“It was just a high school dance, and old history to boot.”
“I’m trying to make amends.”
“Like I said, it’s in the past. Don’t sweat it.”
“Have you any idea how guilty I felt about the way our friendship ended? I never thought I’d make it up to you.”
His brow furrowed sharply. “So last night was about guilt?”
“No!” Nonetheless, she couldn’t stifle her blush. “Of course not.” She suddenly couldn’t read his expression.
“What was it about, Shauna?”
It’s about giving my heart to you! About taking the chance I didn’t think I’d have again. About love.
Daisy waddled briskly over, closing in on them.
Shauna tried to stem her frustration. “Can we talk about it later, Max? I’d rather not discuss it here.”
A new calm came into his gaze, and she could see she’d offended him. “Sure. Later.”
MAX TRIED TO shake off the conversation with Brad and Jamal. Both had been teasing him about Shauna since they’d seen her leaving his hotel room.
Jamal, in particular, had warned him that Shauna was almost destitute, having the nerve to imply that if Max had been stupid enough not to use a condom, she may have found a surefire way to get out of her monetary problems.
A visceral anger had snarled through Max and almost made him throw Jamal through a wall. Thankfully, the guy had sensed his mistake, mumbled an apology and left, but the implications fell into a well of questions he had about Shauna. Had she lied about being on the pill? Was she callous and calculating enough to leverage her virginity like that? Had she really saved herself all those years for him?
He stopped one of the bridesmaids as she walked past him. “Have you seen Shauna?”
“I saw her grab her purse and keys earlier. Maybe she left early?”
He couldn’t believe that she would leave without a word to him. Not again.
The bewilderment steadily compounded as the party wound down, and lingered long after the blissful bride and groom rode off in a black limo covered with shaving cream banners and streamers.
After one more look around, Max rolled his shoulders and closed his mind to the thought that he may have been played for a fool.
He suddenly felt tired, and decided to make his exit too, resigned to the fact that Shauna really had left.
ON THE DRIVE home, Max spotted Shauna by the side of the freeway. She was still wearing the lavender dress, and she lugged a gasoline can at her side. The drizzle of rain had drenched her entirely, darkening the silk lavender gown and making her look like a reject from a bad horror flick.
Had that been her car with the badly dented rear bumper he’d passed half a mile back?
“Need help?” he asked, stepping out of his truck.
Her hair was sloping over her right ear, and her makeup was ghastly. And still he resisted the urge to pull her close for a long, tongue-twisting kiss.
“Oh, thank God!” Her face split into a weary grin. “Brandy’s grandma left a gift behind and I volunteered to get it, and it figures my car would break down, and then my phone isn’t getting any reception, so I couldn’t call and God, I’m so glad you found me.”
The ache that had been growing in his chest eased. “Glad I could come to your rescue. Hop in.”
He shrugged off his jacket and wrapped it around her shoulders. She hung on to the lapels and trembled.
“Thanks. Are the newlyweds still there? Did they leave?”
Max put the gasoline can into the bed of this truck. “Yeah, the limo took them to the airport about half an hour ago.”
“I can’t believe I missed it.”
She looked so dejected, he brushed a kiss on her cheek. “I took pictures. I’ll show ’em to you. Now get in the car before we both get soaked.”
“You have leather seats,” she said apologetically. “Don’t you have a towel or something?”
“Don’t worry about it. It’s just water.”
She reluctantly got in.
Once he got his truck on the road, he rolled up the windows and turned the heater on to ward off the chill. She moved her feet to the base vent.
“Did you eat dinner?” he asked.
“I had some appetizers before I left.”
If that’s all she’d had since breakfast, she must be starved. He took the next freeway exit and doubled back. Her hoopty turned out to have more than just a gas problem. She practically had no oil in the engine, and her belts were shot to hell. The bucket of bolts was a far cry from the luxurious vehicle she’d driven as a teenager.
“You’ll need a tow,” he said.
“Oh.” She frowned, and he knew she was weighing the cost. “I’ll take care of it. Let’s load up your suitcase into my truck.” And I’ll take you home.
He popped her trunk and put her suitcase in his trunk, then called his trusty mechanic and scheduled her car to be towed to his house. While she’d gathered a few more items from her backseat, he quickly checked her phone and immediately realized it wasn’t that she was stuck in an inaccessible spot, but rather the phone services had been cut off. The kind of thing that happened when the bill wasn’t paid.
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Shauna couldn’t help the sinking feeling she had as Max drove through her old neighborhood and up memory lane. When Max and his mother had managed the growing gardening business, all the lawns were equally as immaculate, lush green, dotted with well-placed blooms.
He drove past the upper-class established homes, to where a lone house sat, seemingly in the middle of a golf course.
The last time she’d lived in the neighborhood, she remembered the property had been intended to be a small golf course community. Apparently, it had become one home, surrounded by greens.
“Where are the other homes?” she asked.
“The developer ran into financial trouble.”
Great. Probably one of her father’s dealings. In any case, Max had a gorgeous house, surrounded by beautiful golf-length grass and not a single neighbor for at least a quarter mile.
Max parked in the turnabout in the front of his house and unlocked the front door.
He’d exceeded her expectations, but then she should’ve known he would. Everything about his home was classy and elegant, right down to the entry rug. The African masks on the wall went beautifully with the more understated Deco furniture. The indigo blue glass sculpture in the entryway was exquisite, the perfect statement of his taste. She immediately recognized the artist, the talent, and knew it carried a very expensive price tag.
“Welcome to my home,” he said.
“It’s very beautiful,” she said honestly, feeling like a bedraggled country bumpkin.
“Thanks.”
There was a scuffle and yapping from behind one of the doors. “That’s Rufus, my puppy. He likes to race in through his doggie door and will keep going until I greet him.”
She shifted her small suitcase in her hand. “Any chance you could point me to the nearest restroom? I’ve got to get out of this dress.”
“If you didn’t look so frozen, I’d offer to help,” he said, sounding angelic and looking otherwise.
She was so cold, her teeth threatened to chatter. “Maybe later?”
“Go ahead and get comfortable,” he said, pointing to a set of double doors a short distance away. “In fact, take a hot bath if you like. There should be plenty of towels available.”
After trekking down the rainy, smoggy freeway, she thought the idea sounded wonderful. “Thanks.”
Ten minutes later, she stood under the spray of a hot shower, in heavenly bliss. She hadn’t dared to dream that she would someday be taking a shower in Max’s bathroom, anticipating his lovemaking.
It embarrassed and shamed her that she didn’t have more to offer him than her heart. . . .
Her father had called him a screwup, and he’d turned out to be anything but. It must’ve really humiliated her father to see that she was the one with the junky car, the dismal bank account, and the extra night job.
Max now had a tidy, expensive life, and there was no place for her in it. The contrast was more than ironic. Next to his reputation, the Williams name was like drops of ink in clear water.
But how did he feel about her?
Hell, he probably figured they’d have a quick fling last night, and her virginity had up and complicated matters. It was all one big confusing mess. Her mind was telling her one thing and her body another.
Damn . . .
She let the spray of water hit her in the face, her heart aching. Somehow, she had to get herself out of this mess without destroying the fragile friendship they’d developed and still keep her heart intact, if that was possible.
After the languid shower, she borrowed a robe she found behind the bathroom door and bundled up in it. She loved that it still had traces of Max’s cologne. Like a miser, she tucked that too into her memory for later.
When she got back to the bedroom, she sat on the nearby leather chair by the enormous fireplace, hungry enough that when her stomach rumbled, she raided her supply of lewd fortune cookies still in her purse. One fortune encouraged her to “Lick it like a lollipop,” and the other asked, “Do you have ties that bind?”
She leaned her head back on the seat and sighed, feeling a little weak from the steamy shower. Soon, weariness caught up with her, resting heavily on her eyelids, and she dozed.
MAX BROUGHT A tray of crackers, spreads, and fruit into the bedroom and stopped when he found Shauna asleep in his favorite chair. If she’d looked tired before, she now looked positively exhausted. There were dark smudges under her eyes, the pulse at her throat beat steadily, but he felt a trace of guilt for not allowing her much sleep the night before.
If what Jamal said was true, she was a paralegal by day and a waitress by night, which probably meant she didn’t get much sleep anyway.
What had happened to her dreams of being a teacher?
He placed the tray on the dresser and turned back the bedcovers. Then as carefully as possible, he carried her to the bed, freely looking at the parts of her body that were revealed as the robe fell open. It brought back the memory of seeing the tiny but vivid red stain on his white sheets the night before, her virginity revealed like an exotic blossom.
He covered her with the bedsheets, then decided that he too could stand a shower and a nap.
Much later, freshly clean and in new boxer shorts, he returned to the chair to contemplate her, wondering why he felt such satisfaction at seeing her in his bed. Time seemed to slip away as he watched her breathe, as he counted each of her eyelashes and wondered at the dark caramel smoothness of her skin. He remained there until the music of rain outside his bedroom window had dwindled to occasional droplet-chimes.
In all that time, she’d slept so deeply, she’d hardly moved a muscle. He could’ve watched her for the rest of the night, but finally, he crawled into bed with her, anchored an arm around her, and pulled her against his front, then held her until he too fell asleep.
SHAUNA AWOKE TO the feel of Max’s tongue heading south. She was half-awake as he brushed aside the robe and pushed her legs apart, but came completely awake when his mouth found her vagina, dipped into her until she was wet with arousal. He explored her with intimate, deep-tongue kisses, his bristly jaw becoming another erotic contact against her inner thighs with each movement of his mouth. Two of his fingers filled her sensitive sheath, stroking her even as his mouth licked and nuzzled her sensitive folds and nub.
Every sensuous stroke from his fingertips built upon the storm of sensations, riding her to the brink of an orgasm.
She tossed her head helplessly and moaned his name, clutching his head in her hands and rocking her hips for more. It was magical and hopeless, making her feel more naked and vulnerable than ever.
The hum and suck of his tongue suddenly pushed her over the top until she came undone, crying out in wonder, unable to hold anything back.
His clever, languid licks continued long after the trembling in her womb had melted into weakness. Moments later, his muffled grunt told her he’d also found his release, alone.
She kept her eyes shut when after a while he rose and went to the bathroom to clean up. Suddenly self-conscious, she wrapped herself in the blue robe and then sat up in bed, very aware of the sensitivity that softly throbbed deep between her thighs.
Max came back to the room with a towel around his waist and a flirtatious gleam in his eyes. “For the record, you started that,” he said.
She blushed furiously, fragments of her erotic dream filtering in. “Impossible.”
“All I know is that you woke me with your frisky hands, so I had to, ah, take some liberties and teach you a little something.”
“Ah. Lessons.”
He wiggled his eyebrows and moved closer to the bed. “Yup.” She let her gaze trail down his tight physique, over skin that still gleamed from his shower, over dips and tight cuts of his muscled abs.
“Your lessons are quite enjoyable.” She reached for the towel, her hand trembling slightly as she slid her hand beneath to stroke his sex. She inched her face closer as well.
“Let’s see how I do.”
She was delighted to see his smile crumble into an aroused moan as she drew him into her mouth.
AS IF BY unspoken agreement, neither of them mentioned the future, the present, or the past. Max gloried in her newfound sexual freedom and her refreshing need to discover what intimately pleased them both.
Above all, he was thrilled to be her first lover, in every sexual aspect. It was beyond intoxicating to see each new expression of pleasure as it crossed her face. The fact that she had an appetite for long sensual explorations aroused him more than any woman ever had.
He introduced her to the pleasures of cold honey on her nipples, whipped cream on her navel and ice cubes down her spine. They made a delicious mess out of the chocolate and caramel syrup he’d dug out of the fridge, and in the end, they’d made love, all slick and sticky with sweetness and sweat.
Later that night, after a long sensuous turn in the shower, they fell back into the bed, and she tickled his chest with a feather she found in a flower arrangement. When he used the same feather on her legs, she’d burst into helpless giggles that even now made him smile.
It felt like his heart had cracked open, like it had found something rare and so special, he almost didn’t want to waste any time even sleeping without her.
But in the soft twilight, he indulged in wistful dreams, easily imagining her in his life this way, waking with her every morning, spending time in the kitchen or even doing something as bland as watching the news together on the couch. It was easy to imagine going to bed with her every night too, and yes, maybe even seeing her with a large, round belly, ripe with his child.
That part stunned him, but he couldn’t deny the truth. He wanted her in a permanent way.
For a moment, the desire to have all of that was so strong that it seemed to top all those days when money was scarce, his hopes even scarcer, and his unrelenting drive was the only thing sustaining him.
Shauna was the epitome of everything he’d aspired to admire, to impress, to possess. And even though he was on top of his game now, making good money and holding his own against the world, he wondered if the gamble he had made was worth it.
COME ON, I’LL take you to the Blue Sturgeon for dinner,” Max offered when Shauna’s stomach rumbled. They’d been rooting through his freezer, and Shauna noticed he had way too many TV dinners.
“You remember the Blue Sturgeon, right?” Max asked. “It beats this frozen stuff, and it’s right on the river in Old Sac.”
Shauna quickly glanced at her purse, knowing he’d probably pay, but wishing she could afford it. Besides, she didn’t have anything suitable to wear, and his oversize T-shirt was quite comfortable. The Blue Sturgeon had been one of her father’s favorite “business lunch” restaurants anyway, and she didn’t want to deal with that kind of intrusion, at least not today.
“Tell you what,” she said. “You have enough stuff here in your pantry that I can make some corn bread and chili guaranteed to knock your socks off.” She deliberately looked down past his shirtless chest and jeans to his bare masculine feet. “Oh, look! And you haven’t even tasted it yet.”
“Wait a minute, how many jalapenos are you going to put in there?” he asked, raising his eyebrow.
“It’s a secret family recipe,” she lied breezily, grabbing some cans from the pantry. She looked at the array of shiny pots, trying to decide which one to use.
“You do know how to cook, right?”
“Git out of the kitchen!”
Max ended up getting in her way every time she turned around, taking advantage of the slightest opportunity to cop a feel, or worse, try to give her advice on how to cook.
They ended up eating every last bit of the chili while standing at the kitchen counter, sopping up the remaining sauce with the tasty corn bread and feeding it to each other.
The rumble of a tow truck coming toward Max’s house had Rufus, the puppy hound, running circles around her feet and then chasing Max to the door.
Shauna watched from the window as the mechanic unhitched her car and handed Max a paper, which he signed. They spoke for a while; then the man tipped his cap at Max and drove off.
Once Max came through the door, Shauna reached for the paper, but Max folded it and tucked it into his back pocket.
“Don’t worry about it. It’s taken care of.”
She forced herself to keep her smile. “Yeah, right. Hand it over.” Rufus was still making a racket, the mutt’s large ears flopping about as he ran back and forth. He wove between her feet, but Max caught her before she could stumble. She used the move to reach for his back pocket for the paper.
“My car is my problem,” she said, brushing a kiss on his lips. “Not yours.”
She quickly unfolded it, almost gasping out loud at the sum at the bottom of the sheet. Jesus H. Christ! That was going to gobble up almost her next paycheck!
Her fingers were numb when Max pulled the sheet from her hands. “I had him fix a couple of things,” he explained.
“I see that.” She took it back again, already juggling the spending cuts necessary to cover the amount.
“Look,” Max sighed. “I send him a lot of business because he knows his way around an engine. This is a write-off for me.”
She put her hand on his chest and stopped him. “Thanks, but I can’t accept that, Max.” Her gut knotted, but she made sure he understood. “I’ll pay you back by this Friday.”
“Shauna—”
“Geez, Max, I’m not with you for your money, so just agree with me, then shut up, and kiss me.” Her smile felt like a tight grimace, but she kept it on her face.
“Shut up.”
“Ah, yes. And kiss you.”
They were still kissing when Max walked her back against the wall for leverage, but she bumped against the entry table, sending a stack of mail crashing to the floor.
Rufus immediately chased after the envelopes and caught one. Max muttered a curse and sprang into action to get it back. Shauna laughed, reaching down to help.
Shauna heard the tear of paper when Max finally pulled the envelope from Rufus’s teeth, but her eyes were riveted to the envelope in her hand.
A business card with Max’s name on it flittered across the tiled floor when she lifted the envelope.
Bracksony Incorporated.
The company that had ruthlessly put her father’s last remaining company out of business.
Brackson, Incorporated.
Max was in the process of wiping the envelope on his pants when he froze in midaction.
In the blink of an eye, the fragile playfulness that had bloomed so beautifully between them cracked under the question. Still he didn’t answer.
Her mind raged in a hundred different directions. Brackson? What did Max Jackson have to do with it? . . . Jackson?
Brackson?
The name of Max’s longtime friend popped into her mind: Eli Brasler. The guy had been in her math class. He’d also been Max’s best buddy. Brasler and Jackson. Brackson, Inc.
It all made sense, and felt like a dim light was flickering on.
She stared blindly at the envelope as the pieces of the puzzle fell into place.
“You’ve been behind this?” She felt calm, almost too calm.
For several seconds, he said nothing, then, “I own Brackson, Inc., but I can explain—”
She whipped the envelope at him, the action imploding the calmness and unleashing an anger like she’d never felt. “Explain?” she yelled. Rufus scrambled out of the room, and Max stood his ground as she stormed toward him. “Exactly five days after your company put my father out of business, he tried to take his life! Explain that!”
She shoved hard at his chest, but he barely moved. “Did you have to take the last thing that was holding his sanity together? Why did you do it? For revenge?”
His eyes were as black as obsidian. “I was looking for justice.”
“Justice?” she managed in a whisper. The single word plunged like a surgical blade into her heart and lodged there. She somehow managed to force the sharp pain into a disbelieving laugh. “For what?”
“Business is a dog-eat-dog world. Sometimes there is no middle ground. It was a matter of survival.”
Shauna felt the words sinking into her brain like stones into deep waters. “But why?” she asked lamely.
His hand reached out to touch her and then lowered when she flinched away. “I know all about not having anything, Shauna. Lord knows gardening wasn’t much, but it put food on the table and a roof over me and my mother’s head. When I had enough money to be a player in the land development business, your father did everything he could to discredit me. And it wasn’t the first time. I did what I had to do to save my family. I was sure I would be there to rescue you from any impact, but you disappeared.”
The following silence was clogged with conflicting thoughts of betrayal and passion.
“God, last night.”
“Last night had nothing to do with this,” he said firmly.
She shook her head, baring her soul. “I made love to you.”
“I’m sorry.” Max closed his eyes, and a frown fleeted across his brow, but when he opened them, he still didn’t elaborate.
Suddenly Shauna knew she had to get out of there before it was too late. “I have to go.”
If he objected, she didn’t stick around to hear it. She hurried to the bathroom, locked the door behind her, and leaned against it, her throat clogged tight and her vision blurred with unshed tears. She rubbed a hand over her chest. “Dammit. . . dammit. . .” One teardrop trickled down her cheek, and another followed. Without looking in the mirror, Shauna wiped angrily at her cheeks then went to the sink and splashed water on her face.
How could he do that to her? Why?
Finally facing her reflection, she looked into her red-rimmed eyes and vowed not to think about it until she was out the door. She quickly dressed and as an afterthought threw on her shades.
The walk to the kitchen was ten times harder than when she’d walked to his hotel room door, half-naked, with only her passion and fragile love.
Max was standing in the middle of the room, his hands in his front pockets, his gaze the only thing that pleaded with her.
She grabbed her purse and overnight bag then stormed out the front door, but he grabbed her wrist. “Shauna, please listen—”
“Don’t!” She snatched her hand away and escaped, slamming the door behind her.
She fumbled the keys when she tried to unlock her car, but once inside, she shoved the car into gear and tore out of there, blinking back the blurriness of tears.
At the outskirts of town, she had to pull over, leaning her forehead on the steering wheel and finally allowing the tears to fall.
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Max stared at the money that Shauna had sent via a special delivery service. She’d sent cash in crisp, neat bills. Even the loose change was there, bright and shiny.
A single piece of plain paper had the words, “For towing and mechanical fixes.”
He jerked his chair back and went to look out his window to where a storm crept on the horizon.
For five days, he’d been unable to get Shauna out of his mind. Her scent was still on his bathrobe, his pillowcase and lately, it seemed to always be in the wind too.
His heart ached, his head hurt, and he could hardly stand himself anymore. Sleep was impossible, he found himself snarling at people, wanting to be alone, when all he really wanted and needed to make his life livable again was her!
Tonight was it, he decided. He’d called several times to talk to her, but he always ended up with her voice mail. He’d hoped to give her some time to dull the anger a bit, but the week had felt like an eternity.
Well, he wasn’t going to let the past repeat itself like it had five years ago. He wasn’t going to let her walk away from this without a fight.
Tonight he was going to beg for her forgiveness and do whatever he had to, promise her whatever she needed, as long as she would smile at him again.
__________
 
AT TEN O’CLOCK on a Saturday night, the Dangling Hook was a thunderous, bumping joint. The crowds around the bar and dance floor were so tight, she was making a killing on tips, even if the fool at table three had pinched her butt. The next time she headed in that direction, she was going to simply drop the drinks in his lap.
She called out her order to the bartender as she cleared out her tray and tucked her pen behind her ear. A haunting feeling . . . something like her whispered name, flittered up her spine and reached her ears. As she turned, she intuitively knew who’d be there.
Sure enough, Max stood almost across the room, the light from the revolving dance floor lights played across his face, not quite revealing his eyes.
He made his way to her before the bartender had finished with her orders. “You’re a hard person to get a hold of,” he said, standing next to her.
“I’m busy.”
“I can see that.” He held out a bouquet of pink and red roses. Her breath hitched, but she didn’t reach for them.
He placed them beside her tray. “I’ll wait until your shift is up.”
“Don’t bother. I’m in no mood for company anyway. Go home, Mr. Jackson.”
“Not unless you’re coming with me.”
One of the drinks sloshed over as she hurried to get them on her tray. Then, barely sparing him a glance, she hefted the tray and headed out.
“I’ll be waiting,” he said to her back.
And true to his word, he did stay. And if her guess was right, he nursed the same beer all night. He’d moved only on two separate occasions, to have a talk with a guy who had flirted outrageously with her and then passed her his phone number, and another guy who’d had the nerve to try to get her to dance. Both guys had backed down from whatever Max had said, then left right away.
Jason, the bartender, had planted her roses in an empty can of coffee, then winked at her when she scowled at him.
“The man brought you roses.” He nodded toward Max. “Go talk to him.”
She sighed. “Swear to God, I don’t need you harassing me about this.”
“You’ve been in the dumps for a solid week. It’s time to give it up,” he said, wiping the same nonexistent spot on the counter. “For the love of God, the man has an incredible ass. I could bounce a quarter offa that. If you make him bend for any reason, I’ll give you a raise.”
That made her laugh. “Get your own man.”
“Aha!” Jason wagged a finger at her. “You admit he’s your man, then?”
She rolled her eyes. “Want me to find out if he’s got some not-so-straight friends for you?”
“Don’t be bitchy.”
“Jason, stop meddling.”
“You’ve got a ten-minute break coming. Go on, take it.”
“I make more money serving drinks in ten minutes than sitting on my behind.”
“Like I said, ten minutes,” he said, suddenly becoming the no-nonsense boss again. “Starting now.”
The next waitress came by shouting her order, and Shauna had to move over. She didn’t have to check to know that Max was still there, still waiting.
With a sigh, she headed in his direction.
Max immediately stood to give up his barstool, and Shauna took the opportunity to drop her pen. “Oops.”
He bent to retrieve it. From the bar, Jason grinned and gave her a thumbs up. Max handed her the pen back and she tucked it back into her apron, careful not to touch him at any time.
God, he was a sight for sore eyes, even if he still made her heart feel raw. She tried not to be affected by his haggard look.
“You wanted to talk, so talk,” she said firmly. “You have one minute.”
“One minute won’t cut it. I’ll wait until your shift is up.”
“The same will still apply. Just say what you came to say, and be done with it.”
“Not like this.”
“Whatever.” She stood and almost screeched in surprise when his arm snaked around her waist.
“Give me half an hour.”
His arm was firm and warm, and she could smell his familiar aftershave. Her breasts reacted immediately. “Go home, Mr. Jackson.”
His fingers twitched at her waist. “No.”
“You’re wasting your time.” She tugged his arm away. “Now quit harassing me, stop threatening the clientele, and go home. ”
The imprint of his touch around her waist burned her for the rest of the night.
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Despite Jason’s nagging, Shauna finished her shift early and snuck out the back door, taking her coffee can of roses with her.
Ever since it had been repaired, the car rode like it glided on air and she could actually hear her radio, which had been drowned out by the squeaks and rattles from before.
It was a short drive to her apartment, but the two red lights along the way made it seem like an eternity.
Her apartment was especially tranquil after the ruckus of the bar. She set her roses on her small kitchen table and threw her purse and keys on the coffee table. Because moving had been such a hassle, she’d gone with the minimalist look, which meant her futon was mostly a bed instead of a couch and the walls were painted but without pictures.
She kicked her shoes off and raided the fridge for the fruit salad she’d packed in there that morning. Halfway through the bowl of fruit, she heard a knock on her door and knew—just knew!—who it would be.
The peephole revealed Max looking right back at her. “I know you’re there,” he said calmly. “Let me in, please.”
How had he found out where she lived?
“Go. Away.” She double-checked that the door was locked and then peeked again, trying to hold down the longing that flooded her heart at the sight of him. He looked tired and handsome and at the edge of his patience, but she was feeling too vulnerable to take him on tonight.
Rubbing her temples, she turned away, grabbed the remote from the coffee table, and turned the TV on loud enough so it would drown out the sounds of Max knocking.
In the bathroom, she stripped and stepped in the shower, letting the water rain over her. She stayed under the spray of hot water until the room had steamed up, the few straggling tears had fallen, and she was sure she’d be able to sleep again.
Finally toweled off, she bundled up in her robe, then stopped halfway into her living room when she noticed the television was off. She almost screamed to find Max sitting on her futon, his hands clasped between his legs, glancing at her over the bouquet of his roses that sat between them.
“How did you get in here?” she asked, anger leaking into her tone. “A little trick I learned back in the day.”
His nonchalant comment drove her anger up several notches. “Breaking and entering is a crime. If you don’t leave in the next minute, I’m calling the cops.”
He stood, shoving his hands into his pockets, his eyes reflecting both pain and ruthlessness.
“I know,” he said, taking a step toward her. “I have no right to be here. No right to break in to see you. No right to want you still, but here I am.”
She crossed her arms and tried to ignore the rush his words were giving her. “You could’ve told me you owned Brackson.”
“You could’ve told me you were a virgin.”
“One has nothing to do with the other! Sex is just sex.”
“No, it isn’t. Just like business isn’t always business. I was young and driven. Yes, I wanted your father to pay, but I wanted to hit him just hard enough to break his hold on us, not to disrupt your lives to the extent that I did. I couldn’t anticipate that my plan would go further than I’d expected.”
“Well, you almost killed him in the name of business.”
“Don’t you think I know that? It’s been eating me up for years.” He gaze locked with hers, his eyes hard. “But aren’t you also mad at your father, Shauna?”
“Oh, no. This is about you.” She could feel her anger splinter deeper, into something she didn’t want to define. “Am I also part of the deal, Max? Did sleeping with me give you revenge points? God, I made it so easy!”
His eyes narrowed. “I hurt you. Lord knows I did. And I’m so sorry. More than you know. But the way your father did business, it was inevitable. Why don’t you admit that you’re also a bit angry at your father? Come on, Shauna, the man turned your world inside out!”
“He’s my father!”
The hues in his eyes shifted to shadows, and he simply looked at her, as if he wished he could take her pain away. “I did what I had to do, for my mother and my own financial survival. I convinced myself a million times that your father would protect you, somehow. Whether I chose to survive by taking your father down, is not the issue, is it? You’re angry with me because you blame me for his death.”
“Yes!” God! The wave of undeniable truth washed over her, leaving behind remnants of anger. Disappointment. Regret. But most of all, such sadness.
Seconds flittered by, but she didn’t bother hiding her pain from Max.
“Oh, babe . . . ,” he murmured. Suddenly, he moved toward her. “No.” She instinctively took a step back, then another, until the wall was against her back.
“Stop right there,” she demanded shakily. “Don’t move another step!
He kept coming until a mere inch separated them. His arms braced against the wall by her head, caging her in. Everything about him—all the familiar scents and textures of him—tangled up her thoughts, muddling them.
“I’m sorry. I hurt you and I’m sorry. . . . I’ve missed you like crazy,” he said, sounding like it hurt him to admit it.
“I don’t care.”
Max exhaled. “What about you? Are you happy living here?” Shauna felt a sudden pride for her sparse apartment, for her outdated clothes and tight bank account. “As a matter of fact, I like it.”
She was surprised to see Max’s unexpected smile. “Yeah. Me too.” Her heart gave a little tug, against her will.
“What about us?” he asked softly.
“There is no us,” she managed to say. “Just. . . sex.” She felt trapped in the solemn defiance of his eyes.
“Liar.”
She looked away, but when he touched her cheek, she reached to touch his chest, bluffing for all she was worth. “Really? Seems to me you only wanted sex last weekend. Is that why you’re here? Do you want sex now?”
Now he looked ticked off, but she ignored it and boldly ran her hand over the cotton of his shirt.
“Shauna, I came for you.”
“For sex.” Still looking at the masculine lines of his neck, she bridged the space between them and kissed his lower jaw, following up with a little lick.
“Don’t do this,” he said tersely.
“You want it,” she whispered back, snuggling closer to run her hands up his spine. “There’s no shame in it, Max. It’s just sex, right? Don’t you want it?”
His breath caressed her cheek. “Not it. You,” he growled in another whisper. “I’ll always want you.”
Instead of victory, his words stung and left her feeling empty.
She avoided looking up at him while she unbuttoned his shirt to run her hands over his firm flesh. His muscular chest was exactly how she remembered it, and she spread her hands to feel his steady heartbeat, remembering when it had nestled between her breasts.
“What’s the point in winning if you can’t enjoy the prize, Max?” She moved her touch to his back, pushing her body into him and nuzzling his ear.
He used one hand to tip her face up, studying her for a while. Her eyes felt tight with emotion, but she was almost certain that none of it showed.
“Like I said, I want you,” he repeated. “You. Not sex.”
She lowered her hands and undid the belt of her robe, letting it fall apart, then moved his hand from her face and guided it to her waist. Deep inside, she trembled for him, with desire for him, with anger for herself for wanting him so much.
“There is still one kind of sex you haven’t shown me. Breakup sex. It’s supposedly the best sex, right?” she looked up from where his hand rested to the clashing emotions in his eyes. “Make it unforgettable.”
He shook his head, anger and hurt brewing in his eyes.
“Come on, for old times’ sake,” she taunted. “It’s the only thing I want from you.”
Instead of moving away as she’d expected, his hand slowly moved up to reverently cover her breast, “I’ll give you what you want, Shauna, but it won’t be enough. I hope the memory will be enough.”
He kissed her before she could reply, his mouth moving tenderly, stirring a bittersweet ache inside her that threatened to grow into a full-fledged panic.
No! On reflex, she bit his bottom lip hard enough that he reared back, but not enough to draw blood.
Immediately swamped by regret, she kissed him before he could protest, covering his mouth while he was still stunned.
The mood switched like lightning, and he returned the assault, kissing her back hard, pushing her against the wall with his body as he lifted her with his arms. She wrapped her legs around his hips, grinding against the fistlike bulge of his testicles, riding the length of his erection as he rocked against her.
She submitted to the volatile desire, climbing him, kissing and clutching him until his jeans sagged down to his knees and his cranked cock bunted against her vagina.
He plunged his fingers into her wetness, ruthlessly taking pleasure in her whimpers and moans. He kissed her when she wasn’t sure she could breathe, when she was just about to plead for more.
And when she was almost mindless with need, he surged into her, filling her to the hilt with his thickness, rocking hard into her even as she shifted her hips to take him again, and again . . . and again. . . .
He groaned and cupped the back of her head with one hand. For an eternity, she couldn’t look away from him, couldn’t deny the truth. At that moment, she could feel the complete synchronicity of his skin sliding over hers, into hers, making them whole. She closed her eyes just as he kissed her and whispered on her face, “I love you, Shauna.”
She reeled in stunned surprise, her body already teetering on the edge of release.
“I love you,” he repeated gruffly, straining into her.
Shauna gasped, unable to hold back anymore and fell into that mindless realm of pleasure, where for a few seconds, the world was perfect within his arms. Her inner thighs tensed, riding the echo of the spasms that continued to tremble deep inside her womb, gripping around him.
Max also tensed and exhaled sharply, ejaculating hotly inside her.
She clung to him, wishing that time would stand still and that they could stay that way forever.
“Shh. Babe, it’s okay,” he said softly, and she realized the tears she’d kept at bay were now streaming down her cheeks without a sound. “Don’t, babe, please,” he murmured, thumbing the tears from her cheeks. “God, I’m sorry . . . I’m sorry. Shh.”
“Why did you have to go and say that?” she sniffed, resting her forehead on his chest.
He kept stroking her cheek with his thumb, his chuckle sounded half-pained. His penis twitched inside her. “Because it’s true. I love you.”
She looked up then, her heart aching with love for him. There was no room for anything else. A tiny part of her still wanted to defend her father. “I should hate you.”
“But you don’t, do you?”
When his gaze searched her face, she didn’t bother hiding her roiling emotions. The final resentment she’d held on to thawed inside her, and she realized that in his own corrupt way, her father had loved her. Max just happened to be the one to put an end to the downward spiral of bad business decisions . . . and if it hadn’t been Max, it would’ve been someone else.
“My head knows you’re not to blame for my father’s choices,” she said honestly, “but my heart hurt like hell when I found out. I knew better than to mention your name around him, but I had no idea the two of you were still carrying on the battles behind my back.”
Max tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “I’m sorry I hurt you. It’s ironic, seeing as how both of us loved you.”
She kissed his open palm beside her cheek, breathing deeply for the first time in ages. “I forgive you.”
He held her close, and she hugged him back, focusing on where his heart beat next to hers.
After a while, Max reluctantly disengaged himself from her, and she covered up, sagging against the wall. Max immediately stripped off the rest of his clothes, then lifted her up, carting her to the futon while she clutched the robe to keep it from slipping.
“Max!”
In a few steps, he placed her on the futon then crowded over her before she could scramble off. “One way or another, I’m going to make you tell me how you feel about me, Shauna?”
She fake huffed. “For starters, you make me crazy!”
“Yeah, but?”
His damned grin was irresistible. “But you also make me laugh . . . and cry . . . and even go through some sleepless nights. I feel connected to you in a way I’ve never felt with anyone else.”
“Obviously, you’re in love with me,” he concluded.
“Obviously.”
The tension in his muscles relaxed infinitesimally, just enough that he sagged a little on her, and she suddenly realized that he’d bluffed, gambling with his heart.
“Max,” she said softly, touching his face, “Of course I love you. I’ve been hopelessly in love with you since you left roses on my windowsill—”
Max kissed her as if he intended to gobble her up whole, putting all his pent-up feelings into the contact. When he finally broke for air, she was dizzy and breathless.
A vulnerable intensity darkened the hues in his eyes. “Please don’t say the words if you don’t mean them.”
“I didn’t,” she said.
He smiled, a twist of his lips that was filled with wonder. “Say it again.”
“Max, I love you, love you, love you.”
“Again.” He kissed her chin, his eyes beautiful with sentiment. “I’ll never get tired of hearing it, babe.”
She cupped his head in her hands and whispered her love, feeling the warmth of his breath by her ear as he whispered them back.
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All you heard was the clicking of Madison’s four-inch leopard print Christian Louboutin heels as she made her way down the hall to meet with Richard Steinberg, head of Icon Media. Madison really wasn’t into white men, but she gave Richard a pass. Not only was he packing enough to compete with any brother, but he also had the connections necessary for her to go far in this business. After closing the deal at his hotel suite in the reverse cowgirl position, Madison was on her way to sign the dotted line. Her company, M&M, would be doing the public relations for Icon’s next three films. Although Madison was one of the most sought-after publicists on the East Coast, she had even bigger aspirations. Securing a lucrative account like this one with Icon Media was exactly the kind of transaction that would soon have her pitching in the big leagues. If she put it on Richard a few more times, he would definitely play a major role in taking her there.
“Good afternoon, everyone,” Madison said as she entered the boardroom at Icon Media.
“Good afternoon, Ms. Monroe,” the studio executives said in unison as Madison took a seat at the foot of the table on the opposite end of Richard. Madison locked eyes with him and licked her lips in a seductive manner when no one else was looking. She laughed to herself as he blushed and began squirming in his seat.
“Let’s get this meeting started,” Richard said, trying to gain some composure, hoping no one could tell he was partially aroused. As Richard went over the details of the contract, Madison scribbled on her notepad, not bothering to pay attention to him or to the other employees. She knew that she had Richard wrapped around her slender diamond-decorated finger, and whatever direction she wanted the project to go in, he would give her the green light. After signing the paperwork, and once all the other staff members had left the room, Madison decided to have a little fun.
“Have you missed me?” she asked, running her fingers through his sandy brown hair. Madison glided her hand down to Richard’s now rock-hard penis and slowly started to unzip his pants.
“Madison, stop. Somebody might walk in,” Richard said breathlessly.
“Well, go shut the door,” she said in a commanding voice that made him feel like a lovesick puppy. By the time Richard had locked the door and turned around, Madison was sprawled out on the boardroom table in her La Perla bra and panties with a garter belt to match. She crawled across the table toward Richard as though she were a wild tiger and he was her prey. When she reached him, she pushed down his already-unzipped pants, then his Calvin Klein boxers, and slowly licked the tip of his enormous dick. He instantly put his head back and closed his eyes as if remembering the best years of his life. With every lick, it seemed Richard’s dick grew bigger and bigger. Finally Madison figured she would take him to the stratosphere, and deep-throated him until his entire penis was resting in her moist mouth. His penis began pulsating, and Madison knew he was about to come. She wrapped her hand around his manhood and slid him out of her mouth. She pushed him on the table and slid on the condom she’d had readily available, straddled him, and began popping her hips until he screamed her name. Madison actually had to cover his mouth with her hand. Once she reached her climax, she rode him hard so he would come quickly. She had a meeting in an hour on the other side of town, and being late wasn’t an option.
“You are incredible,” Richard gushed as she slipped her tailored Armani suit back on and applied Mac’s Lady Danger to her luscious lips. She continued to primp, ignoring Richard’s dog-in-heat praises. “I’m going to Miami this weekend for a business trip. I would love for you to join me. I have a bungalow at the Shore Club; you can relax while I’m handling business.”
“Thanks for the invitation, but I have a ton of things on my plate and waiting for you at the Shore Club isn’t one of them.”
“I didn’t mean it like that, Madison,” Richard said, worried that he’d offended his sex goddess and that she would no longer pleasure him.
“I know how you meant it, Richard, and it’s just not happening. I tell you what—call me when you get back, and we can schedule an afternoon dessert, my treat, of course.” Madison placed a light peck on Richard’s cheek, leaving him alone to lick his wounds. It amazed her how a man always seemed perplexed when a woman would love him and leave him. Men were under the misguided impression that the rules didn’t apply to both sexes. She felt it was her duty to teach them otherwise.
“Fifty-fifth and Lexington,” Madison directed the taxi driver as she leaned back against the seat. As she closed her eyes to gather her thoughts for the next meeting, Madison heard the chime of her cell phone. A smile crept across her face when she saw her best friend’s name pop on the screen. “What’s up, Kristen?” she said with enthusiasm.
“What’s up, girl? How about going out for drinks tonight?”
“Who’s going to watch the baby?”
“Kevin is on daddy duty tonight, and I need to go out and unwind. How about it?”
“That’s workable. We haven’t hung out in a minute, and I miss you. Just tell me the place and the time, and I’m there.”
“Cool, let’s hook up around eight at Hotel Gansevoort.”
“That’s your favorite spot.”
“You know it is. Ono has that fly-ass multilevel indooroutdoor Japanese bar and restaurant. I can’t get enough of that place. Fuck feeling like I’m in another state—I feel like I’m in a whole other country.”
“You just don’t get out enough,” Madison laughed. “I’m about to step into this meeting. I’ll see you tonight at eight.” Madison flipped her cell phone shut, paid the cabdriver, stepped out of the taxi, and entered the building on Lexington Avenue. She made a pit stop at the bathroom located in the lobby. Everything had to be tight before the meeting with her favorite client. She did a quick retouch and dabbed on her Mac Studio Fix C8 before making her grand entrance.
Madison stepped off the elevator, and as the doors closed behind her, Eric was there to greet her with open arms. Eric Chambers was the Senior Partner Executive Group Director of one of the top advertising agencies in New York City. They hadn’t seen each other in a month, and he was looking tanned and relaxed after his long family vacation. Everyone in his office thought they were the best of friends. Little did they know the two used to be the best of lovers until Madison gave him his walking papers. Eric was the poster boy for the perfect husband and father, and the whole time he had been carrying on a torrid affair with her. Shit came to a halt when Eric started trying to dictate who, where, and what Madison could do. Especially since he was a married man and their relationship was supposed to come with a no-strings-attached clause. The more dominating Eric became, the faster Madison put on the brakes.
“You look simply beautiful,” Eric said, cosigning on what she already knew. Although their sexual relationship was over, she still wanted him to lust after her. But Richard had satisfied her craving for the day, so it would be easy to give Eric the cold shoulder. It would only make him want her more anyway.
“Thank you. You know how much I love compliments. But look at you—your pale ass is almost as dark as me. You finally have flavor.”
“Flavor, you know what’s up. Don’t sleep on the butterscotch. I’m just as delicious as any piece of chocolate,” Eric said, with his typical cocky attitude.
“Well, you light-skinned brothers been trying to make a comeback for a minute now, and the success rate is low. You have to give it up for the dark brown molasses,” Madison said, knowing it would never happen. Eric was part of the Al B. Sure era, and he held firm that the brothers with fair skin, black curly hair, and thick eyebrows were still the preferred choice in men.
He leaned forward. “That’s funny, because you had no complaints when I was so far up inside of you that you were begging me to let you climb down off the wall,” Eric whispered, giving Madison flashbacks to their many unforgettable lovemaking sessions.
“That’s in the past, so let’s get down to business.”
“I’m always talking business, Madison. This is just the warmup,” Eric said as he gently grabbed her arm and led her down the hallway toward his office. On their way into his office, Madison asked his assistant to bring her bottled water—because after Eric whispered in her ear, she immediately felt her nipples rise and her pussy get wet. There was going to be no back-to-back fucking today, and she needed to bring her temperature down.
Madison did miss her flings with Eric, but it had gotten way too complicated. Besides him trying to boss her around like she was his paid-for mistress, she had never felt completely comfortable getting so hot and heavy with a married man. Although Madison had no desire to walk down the aisle, the thought of some woman carrying on with her husband the way that she carried on with Eric would make her pull out a bottle of whup-ass. First on her husband and then the hussy that was breaking him off, so Madison reasoned that if she didn’t want it done to her, then maybe it wasn’t something she should be doing. Casual, fun sex was one thing; being part of potentially breaking up a marriage was something else.
After finishing up their meeting, Eric was right on top of his game. “Baby, I know you’re going to meet me later on so we can play catch up. The whole time I was in St. Barts, I was dreaming about tasting my brown sugar. You have the smoothest skin I have ever touched. Every dollar you spend on your spa treatments is money well spent, I can attest to that.”
“Eric, you’re wonderful for my ego, but I have plans tonight.”
“Break them,” he said defiantly.
“Not possible. This has been in the works for months.”
“How about tomorrow?” Eric insisted, not willing to take no for an answer.
“I tell you what. I’ll give you a call tomorrow afternoon and see what we can work out.”
“Don’t talk to me like I’m some rookie nigga you just picked up at a bar. We have history, and I expect you to respect that. So don’t try to see me tomorrow, see me tomorrow.”
“I wasn’t in the mood to get into this, but obviously you’re not giving me a choice. I told you before you left for St. Bart’s that whatever we had was over. You’re a married man, and there are some lines that have to be drawn—and that’s one of them.”
“Oh, please. We were having an affair for over six months—now all of a sudden you’ve developed a conscience? Spare me the rhetoric,” Eric said, obviously annoyed with Madison’s decision.
“This is useless. You’ve never known how to take no for an answer.”
“You’re right, especially when it’s something that I want very badly.”
Madison continued to gather her belongings, getting more frustrated with Eric. “This might come as a surprise to you, but did you ever stop to think that maybe carrying on a relationship with a married man was degrading for me. I might present myself as a heartless bitch, but it hurts me just the same as any other female when I knowingly have to share a man I care about with another woman.” The minute the words left Madison’s mouth, she regretted saying every one, especially after catching a glimpse of a speechless Eric. “I’ll call you next week so we can go over the logistics for the project. It was nice seeing you, and I’m glad you’re back,” Madison said, trying to downplay the embarrassment she felt. She marched out before Eric had an opportunity to rebut. He wasn’t worried, though, he knew she would be back. Nobody could resist Eric Chambers.
Throughout the rest of her day, Madison couldn’t get Eric off her mind. It bothered her that although she was the one who ended their relationship, she felt a deep sense of resentment and jealousy toward his other life, the one that included his wife and kids. Madison didn’t understand why she wasn’t able to share that with a man. She questioned herself, wondering if being so independent and career driven was holding her back from making a commitment with a man. Or maybe she used being focused on her career as an excuse because deep down inside she was scared of giving her heart to a man—because that meant giving someone else the power to hurt her emotionally. Whatever it was, Madison couldn’t deny that no matter how successful she was on the outside, inside she felt great despair because of the lack of love in her life.
After wrapping up her last appointment, Madison headed home before meeting Kristen for drinks. Her first order of business was kicking off the four-inch killers that were sending her feet into early retirement. She glided over to her answering machine with an extra perkiness in her walk now that she had no restraints. Madison whisked through her messages, pressing the DELETE button as Chris, Roger, Sean, Allen, Michael, and Richard left one begging plea for her affection after another until one message made her hit REWIND.
It was the Realtor Amy Duncan, who had accidentally showed her an amazing three thousand-square-foot loft on the Upper West Side. The accident was that the apartment was no longer on the market. Madison was livid, since Amy didn’t realize the oversight until she had basically written the woman a check. She wondered what the dizzy Realtor wanted, since she ditched her after the fiasco.
Madison dialed her number, tapping her fingers on the coffee table as the phone rang. After the third ring, a voice finally answered, “Hi, this is Amy.”
“Hi, Amy. This is Madison Monroe. You left a message for me to call, but you didn’t say what it was in reference to.”
“Oh yes. Hi, Madison. I’m glad you got back to me so quickly.” Madison was gripping the receiver, her lips screwed and a “whatever bitch” look on her face. “I wanted to hear your reaction when I personally told you that the loft you loved so much is now available.”
Madison instantly dropped the screw face and sat down on her couch. “What did you say?”
“I said that the loft is yours if you still want it.”
“Of course I want it. But what happened? I thought it was a done deal.”
“You know in New York nothing is a done deal until the check is cleared, keys are in hand, and the furniture has been delivered. The buyer backed out right before closing, saying that he decided to buy a condo in Malibu. As soon as I got word, I placed a call to you.”
“Thank you so much, Amy. I definitely want the loft. When can we meet to sign the paperwork?”
“How about first thing in the morning? Is nine a.m. good for you?
“Perfect. I’ll see you then.” Madison hung up the phone and started screaming and jumping up and down. She began narrowing her list down to three interior designers she would hire to make her loft fabulous. She visualized the huge windows that overlooked Central Park. This was her dream place, and she couldn’t believe it was going to be all hers.
Madison blasted her Destiny’s Child CD as she got dressed to meet Kristen. She slid into her Seven stretch denim jeans with Swarovski crystal—detailed back pockets that accentuated her tiny waist and bodacious ass. Topped off with a lime-green lace camisole and a cropped black fur coat. When it came to her shoe game, Madison had the perfect pair in mind. The Dior Diva booties were amazing. The luxe leather black calfskin boots had a band around the ankle with a silver metal Dior logo that gave her outfit urban flair. Madison usually wore her long mocha-colored hair in a tight bun but opted to let it fall loosely pass her shoulders. After taking a look in the full-length mirror, she looked just as glamorous as her celebrity clients. While she was admiring her attire, the concierge called, saying her car service was downstairs, so Madison grabbed her matching Dior purse and headed out the door.
When Madison’s driver pulled up in front of the Hotel Gansevoort, the joint was already up and popping. There was a line of people standing outside, waiting to get in. She heard what sounded like Kristen’s voice calling out for her. She was stuck somewhere between the beginning and the end of the long line.
“Come on, Madison! I’m saving us a place in line!” Kristen yelled, thinking she was doing her friend a favor.
Madison walked toward the doorman and grabbed Kristen’s arm. “Girl, if you don’t get out that damn line,” Madison said, annoyed. “Hi, Justin,” she said in a sweet voice.
“It’s always good to see you, Ms. Monroe. How many are with you tonight?” the burly doorman asked.
“Just me and my girlfriend, Kristen,” He let them pass the velvet rope, and Madison strutted into the venue with giggly Kristen right behind her.
“Madison, I love going out with you. I always feel like a star,” Kristen admitted gleefully.
“Great, but next time stand on the side and wait for me, because the sight of you screaming my name in a long line almost made me break out in hives. I’m a publicist, for heaven’s sake. Every hot spot in this city, I know the doorman by their first name. Waiting in line isn’t an option.”
The Ying Yang Twins’ “Badd” was blasting from the speakers as Madison and Kristen took a seat at a table overlooking the crowd. Even before the ladies were able to get totally comfortable, a waiter approached, ready to take their drink orders. “Hi, what will you be drinking this evening?”
“I’ll have a princess martini,” Madison stated, turning toward Kristen for her order.
“Excuse me, miss,” the waiter said tentatively, “what exactly is a princess martini?”
“A drink,” Madison snapped, not believing the waiter had asked her such an idiotic question.
“I understand that, but what comes in it, because I’ve never heard of the drink. Is it new?”
“What are you, ten? A princess martini isn’t new. It’s gin, a splash of lemon-lime soda, orange juice, and pineapple juice. Got it?”
“Yes, miss, I’ll take note of it for future reference,” the flaming waiter snapped with more than a little attitude.
“Good, you do that,” Madison said, giving the waiter a fierce stare.
“What can I get for you?” he said, looking at Kristen.
“I’ll just have my normal chocolate martini.”
“That’s simple enough,” the waiter said, giving Kristen a smile. “Would you ladies like to pay now or start a tab?”
“We’ll start a tab,” Madison said, reluctantly handing over her credit card. When the waiter walked away, Madison was still burning a hole in his back with her glare.
“Forget about him. Do you see all the cuties in this place?” Kristin said while moving to the music in her seat. Madison scanned the room. Nothing was catching her eye.
“I forgot you don’t get out often, because this is just your standard run-of-the-mill New York City nightlife crowd.”
“Excuse me, PR Princess, I forgot this is normal for you,” Kristen said sarcastically. “But more important, what is going on with you? Anything juicy? You know your love life is a real life soap opera.”
“Nothing too exciting—I’m actually seeing this white guy named Richard,” she said nonchalantly.
“What! You don’t even like white sexually. What the fuck happened?”
“Can you please keep your voice down?” Madison asked, putting her finger to her mouth, making the “shh” gesture. As the waiter put the drinks down on the table, he took his time leaving, trying to get an earful of the ladies’ conversation.
“Sorry,” Kristen whispered. “I’m just shocked. You have to give me the scoop.”
“Basically I met him while petitioning to handle his company’s account for an upcoming movie. He was rather attractive. He had just gotten back from handling some business in Hawaii. We went out to dinner to discuss some ideas I had for the project, and a few drinks later, we were sprawled out in his hotel suite, fucking each other’s brains out.”
“How was it? Is it different than having sex with a brother?”
“Besides the initial shock of seeing a pink penis up close and personal, it was the same. Surprisingly, he was well endowed and extremely freaky. He licked my pussy dry, and explored every other part of my body with his tongue too.” Kristen sat there with her mouth open, full of envy, wondering when was the last time her husband had gone down on her. She wondered if maybe he was no longer attracted to her. Her once-svelte size-six figure was a healthier twelve after having had the baby. She’d been meaning to go to the gym for the last year but could never find the time or energy. Kevin also complained about always coming home and finding her hair up in pins and scarf wrapped tight, like she was preparing for a street brawl. She did have her long auburn hair out tonight, but it was the first time she had it done in months. The only reason she made the effort was because she was going out with Madison and knew how on point her friend always was. Kristen made a notation in her head that she needed to step her game up for her man. She didn’t want her husband going out and twisting out the next hottie because she was walking around looking like a bum chick.
“Unbelievable. So what’s up with you guys now?” Kristen asked, snapping back to reality.
“Not too much. We had a quickie in the boardroom today, and then he asked me to accompany him on a business trip to Miami like I was his concubine.” Madison burst out laughing, recalling the request.
“Are you going?”
“Hell no! I have nothing in common with that man besides sex and closing business deals. Do you know that he actually had the audacity to tell me that my sophistication made me ‘colorless’? As if he was paying me a compliment. If that was the case, I wouldn’t have to work a hundred times harder for everything I want because not only am I a woman, but I’m a woman of color. Richard is cool—but clueless.”
“Wow, the whole encounter sounds electrifying to me. Especially since being married with child is becoming increasingly boring.”
“Honestly, Kristen, sometimes boring is good. Dating countless different men becomes a bit unsatisfying.”
“Did I hear you correctly? Miss Never Wants to Be Tied Down to One Man?”
“I say that because in the circles I surround myself with, there seem to be no men worth giving my all to. I want something real, just like every other woman, but it always seems so out of my grasp. I figure since I can’t find true love, I might as well enjoy my life with sexual pleasure. We’re supposed to be enjoying ourselves tonight, so enough of this depressing Dr. Phil stuff,” Madison said. “But I do have something to celebrate: I’m actually getting that loft I was crazy about.”
“The one you said the dingbat Realtor screwed up the deal on?”
“Exactly. The other buyer decided on something else, leaving the door wide open for me. I meet with the lady tomorrow morning to get the paperwork in order.” Madison slowly realized that Kristen’s attention was elsewhere and turned to see what had her so captivated. The pimp strutting in their direction was the hot young actor Reese Alexander. He was a taller, sexier version of Taye Diggs. He had the same radiant smile as Usher, with the dimples to match.
“If it isn’t the lovely Madison Monroe,” Reese said in his movie star voice as he bent down and kissed her on the cheek.
“Hi, Reese. How are you? This is my friend Kristen.” Reese reached over to shake her hand, but Kristen was too busy drooling over the young hunk. She finally gained her poise and extended her hand.
“So who are you here with?” Madison was curious to know.
“Just me and my bodyguard.”
“Would you like to join us?”
“Love to.” Reese got comfortable and ordered a drink and another round for Madison and Kristen. They all began chatting, and Madison couldn’t help but think that Reese would make a fabulous gift to celebrate getting her new place. His strong, lean, muscular body and inviting full lips were just what she needed to make her evening. She slid her hand under the table and began massaging high up on his inner thigh. To her delight, his third leg came alive. Madison knew it was time to leave. After her fourth drink, she asked for the check.
“Kristen, I’m wasted. We should call it a night. I have to get up early in the morning anyway.”
“Yeah, I should be heading home too. I know Kevin is wondering where the hell I am. Do you want me to give you a ride home?”
“Don’t worry about it. I can take her home,” Reese said smoothly.
Kristen looked at Madison and then back at Reese. This was the final straw for her. She was joining the gym tomorrow if it killed her. If having an amazing body and pretty face would get a movie star like Reese Alexander to take you home, then she was signing up immediately, she said to herself.
“Okay, give me a call tomorrow. It was a pleasure meeting you, Reese,” Kristen said as she put on her coat and grabbed her purse to leave. While walking toward the door, Kristen foolishly wondered if the Kanye West workout tape that he advertised on his video could be purchased at the Blockbuster near her house or did she have to call to order.
“You ready to get out of here?” Madison asked, eager to feel Reese inside her.
“No doubt.” The horny couple jumped in the backseat of Reese’s chauffeur-driven Range Rover. As soon as the door was shut, they started tonguing each other down like neither had been fucked in over a year. Which was hilarious, since Madison had got laid earlier that day by Richard, and Reese had got his shit off a couple of hours ago by the leading lady on his movie. The driver pulled up to a high-rise apartment that Reese was staying at during the filming of his movie. From the car to the elevator, Madison and Reese barely came up for air. If it wasn’t for the fact that Madison had on jeans, Reese would’ve slid his dick inside her.
The moment the front door opened, boots were kicked off, jeans were flying, and flesh was exposed. The two couldn’t even make it to the bedroom. Between Reese spreading Madison’s ass cheeks and licking her from the back to the deepest spot in her pussy and Madison swallowing Reese’s balls and then his entire penis, she ended up pinned on the kitchen counter, getting fucked doggie-style. Luckily she managed to pull out a condom between the munching and the fucking. But did it really matter? All the germs were exposed between them as they tasted every part of each other’s body; if either carried anything, it had already found a resting place. After both reached their climax in the kitchen, they finally went to the conventional bedroom for another round of bumping and grinding. But instead of lying on the bed, Reese grabbed Madison and dragged her in the bathroom. He obviously had a fixation to fuck in every room but the bedroom. He turned on the bathroom light and lifted Madison up and spread her round ass over the bathroom sink. A big mirror was above the sink, and Reese adoringly watched the expression on her face as he pounded her pussy and felt the jiggle of her ass.
Madison was just creeping up on thirty, and she knew Reese hadn’t even reached twenty-five. The way he was fucking her, Madison thought to herself, Its clear those young brothers have energy like they just drank a six-pack of liquid crack. Right when both were about to come for the third time, Reese grabbed Madison’s hair and put his tongue on her earlobe. Then he said, “Baby, you got some good pussy. I want you to have this dick on the regular.” Madison moaned, enjoying the hard thrusts that Reese was putting on her. “You gonna give me this pussy whenever I want it?”
“Yeah, baby, you can have it anytime you want,” she said, lying. Madison did think she could add Reese to her short list of steady dick, but being readily available to serve him wasn’t even an option. After both became completely exhausted, they finally fell in the bed and went to sleep.
Madison’s inner alarm clock woke her at seven, as it always did. She turned and stared at Reese for a moment. Once again I’m waking up next to a man I have no real interest in. If I keep this up, I’ll be sixty years old never experiencing real love. Please, God, bring a wonderful man to me because I’m one step from being emotionally bankrupt, Madison thought to herself. She slowly slithered out of bed, being careful not to wake Reese. She tiptoed in the living room, quietly picking up her clothes and shoes that were spread out everywhere. After gathering her belongings and getting dressed, she managed to get out of the apartment without disturbing him. When Madison hit the pavement and the winter cold air smacked her face, she felt wide awake. She hailed a cab, and before even reaching her front door, she already calculated in her head what she would wear to the christening of her new loft.
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Madison was able to take a shower, eat breakfast, and look magnificent before heading over to meet Amy. They were actually meeting at the building because Madison was dying to see it again, although she remembered every detail of the exquisite loft. When the taxi pulled up, she felt like she was at home. She instantly recognized the semi-attractive blonde with the pixie haircut and tiny frame sitting in the lobby. As she walked toward the woman, Amy stood up and greeted Madison with a warm smile. “Good morning, Ms. Monroe. You’re right on time.”
“Oh yes, this was one meeting I wasn’t going to be late for.”
“Well, let’s get started,” the pint-size Realtor said, guiding Madison toward the elevator. “You have a keyed elevator that opens directly into your unit.” Madison was getting goose bumps thinking about seeing her apartment again. When the elevator reached the twelfth floor, the doors opened, revealing the large open space that awaited her. The two-bedroom, two-bath loft was a vision of opulence. It had eighteen-foot ceilings with oversize double-glazed thermal-paned windows that overlooked Central Park. The exquisite layout included brand new Brazilian cherrywood floors, wood beams, cast-iron columns, and a multizoned air-conditioning and heating system. Both bathrooms were marble, and the master bath featured a Jacuzzi tub with a separate shower and double sinks. The kitchen was state of the art, with granite countertops, Viking stove, Sub-Zero refrigerator, breakfast bar, and custom fixtures.
“This place is absolutely stunning,” Madison said over and over again.
“It also has a roof deck, health club, twenty-four-hour doorman, concierge, pool, and a multifloor laundry, although your apartment has a high-tech washer and dryer included,” Amy mentioned while Madison was gawking at her huge walk-in closet. After doing a meticulous walk-through, Madison was pleased and ready to close on the loft. The ladies got back on the elevator and headed downstairs to the lobby.
“How long will it take for everything to go through,” Madison asked anxiously.
“We already have all your paperwork from when you were going to close on it previously, so all we need is the funds, and we should be able to wrap this up pretty quickly.”
“Wonderful, I’ll have my accountant get right on it.”
The two ladies chatted some more, and then a gentleman caught Amy’s eye. She called out for him. His back was to them, and he didn’t seem to hear her.
“I want you to meet this gentleman. He actually owns the building,” Amy said while taking Madison’s hand, hurriedly walking toward the man. Madison couldn’t see his face but could tell he was tall and African American. She was impressed that a brother owned property of this caliber. When Amy finally caught up to the man, for some reason Madison’s heart was thumping hard.
“Hi, Maurice,” Amy said, tapping his shoulder.
It seemed as if he turned around in slow motion. Madison believed her day couldn’t get any better until her eyes locked with the beautiful caramel-complexioned vision. His chiseled face featured the most alluring hazel eyes, and his full lips seemed to be inviting her in. The expensive tailored suit highlighted the definition of his lean muscular body. Madison waited to hear his voice with schoolgirl eagerness.
“Maurice Hunter, this is Madison Monroe. She’s going to be a new resident. She is purchasing the loft on the twelfth floor.”
“Welcome, Ms. Monroe. I hope you enjoy your new place,” When Maurice shook Madison’s hand, she didn’t want to let go. His handshake was firm yet his skin was smooth. His hazel eyes were mysterious, giving Madison no indication whether he wanted her as much as she wanted him. Not knowing was driving her crazy. For a brief moment, Madison figured she should step out of her pinstriped suit and let him get a glance at her perky breasts, toned stomach, round ass, and shapely legs. Maybe that would erase his stone-faced look and make him bow down to her like every other man in her life. “I would love to stay and talk to you ladies, but I’m running late for a meeting. Ms. Monroe, maybe at a later date I can show you around so you can take a look at all the amenities once you’ve moved in.”
“I’ll hold you to that,” Madison said, wishing he could do it right now, She was flooded with disappointment as Maurice walked away.
“He is a wonderful man, and a very hard worker,” Amy informed her, as if Madison needed any convincing.
“He seems so young to be so successful. I mean, this is prime property, and he owns it. That’s amazing.”
“Yeah, it is. I think he’s in his early thirties. I can’t believe some woman hasn’t snatched him up. I guess working so hard to build a miniature empire doesn’t leave a lot of time to find a wife.”
When Amy said the word wife, it was as if a bell rang in Madison’s head. Just this morning she prayed for God to bring her a man, and maybe Maurice Hunter was him. Horses and baby carriages were now running through Madison’s mind.
“Madison, is everything okay?” Amy questioned after trying to get her attention for a few minutes.
“I’m sorry, Amy. I was zoning out, thinking about all the decorating I had to do for my new place,” Madison lied.
“I understand this is very exciting, purchasing your first home. I have another showing,” Amy said, ogling her watch, “but I’ll speak to you tomorrow. Enjoy the rest of your day.”
Madison spent the rest of her day and night daydreaming about Maurice Hunter. She couldn’t get him off her mind. She longed to know what he smelled like, what his favorite food was, and who his first love was. All those things had seemed so irrelevant in her previous encounters with men. She had never taken a serious interest in any of them. But just from a less-than-five-minute encounter, she yearned to know everything about Mr. Hunter. Madison reasoned that the quicker she moved into her new loft, the better her chances were of running into the gorgeous bachelor sooner rather than later.
That night, Madison tossed and turned. As she dreamed about Maurice making love to her, her hands caressed her body. She fondled her breasts, bringing her nipples to an upright position. Her other hand glided down her body until she reached her wet pussy. While she was still in a deep sleep, her finger made its way to her moist inside, and she ground in slow motion while still playing with her breasts and squeezing her nipples. She finally brought herself to climax with Maurice’s face intoxicating her thoughts. The next morning she woke to a wet spot underneath her. She jumped up, wondering if she wet the bed until her naughty dream crept in her mind. After changing her sheets and taking a long shower, letting the hot water seduce her, she finally emerged in control of her thoughts.
GOOD MORNING, EVERYONE.” Madison waved before entering her office and closing the door. She immediately called her accountant, checking on the status of the purchase. “Hi, Albert. Did you transfer the money to close on the loft?”
“Good morning to you, too, Madison,” he said dryly.
“I’m sorry. I’m just excited about finally buying my own place,” she explained.
“Not to worry. Everything is moving right along. I transferred the money yesterday. You should be receiving a phone call soon giving you the clearance to pick up your keys and move in.”
“Wonderful,” Madison said, twirling around in her chair before resting her long legs on top of her desk.
“Ms. Monroe, you have Eric Chambers on line two and Reese Alexander on line three,” Madison’s assistant’s voice came over the intercom.
“Put Eric through, and tell Reese to hold. Albert, thanks for the good news. I’ll call you back later.” She switched over to the other line. “Hi, Eric. What can I do for you?” Madison said all that in what seemed like one breath.
“Besides coming over here and wrapping those curvy legs around my shoulders and letting my tongue taste your sweet juices?”
“Very funny, Eric. But seriously, what’s up? Did you have a chance to review my proposal with your team?”
“Yes, and everyone is extremely pleased. The account is yours; let’s set up a meeting next week to sign the papers.”
“I don’t have my calendar in front of me, so I’ll have my assistant call you back with the day and time. I would love to sit on the phone and compare naughty secrets, but I have another client on hold.”
“Before you hang up, I want you to know that I really do miss you. We should go out to dinner and celebrate.”
“I’ll give it some serious thought.”
“That’s all I ask.”
After hanging up with Eric, she picked up line three to speak to an impatient Reese. “Sorry for having you on hold for so long.”
“You should be. I was getting restless over here, waiting for you. Maybe you should take me on as a client, and then we could mix business with pleasure.”
“Doesn’t that trailer-trash wannabe-black-girl publicist who has a baby with the washed-up rapper rep you?”
Reese chuckled. “Yeah, but it ain’t like that. I don’t pay her nothing. She just does whatever I need for her to do, and I let her use my name on her company roster. But I would pay you, whatever you want,” he boasted.
“I’ll consider it, but right now we’re not taking on any new clients.”
“Well, keep me in mind—because I like your style. But let’s get back to what I really called about. What happened to you the other morning? I woke up expecting to see your pretty ass beside me, and you were nowhere to be found. I thought I was going to have you for breakfast; instead I had to settle on some eggs and toast.”
“You sure are a funny one, Mr. Reese Alexander. I had a busy morning, and although I would’ve loved to be your breakfast, my schedule wouldn’t permit it.”
“Well, how about being my dinner this evening? I don’t have anything lined up for today and would love to spend some quality time with you.”
Madison preferred to be in the bed spooned under Maurice, but that wasn’t going to happen anytime soon. Reese was an excellent backup until she got the man she truly desired in her bed. “That works.”
“Cool, I’ll pick you up at nine. Wear a skirt so I can play with my pussy.”
“Men,” was all Madison could say as she hung up the phone on Reese. He fucked her brains out a couple of times in a two-hour span, and now it was his pussy. Madison longed for the day when the bed-hopping stopped, and she no longer had to be bothered with meaningless relationships.
Madison swirled back and forth in her chair like she did as a little girl when she visited her dad at his office. He would tell her to get comfortable because one day she would be at her own desk, calling all the shots. Madison always felt that her dad was so different from the men she encountered in life. He always wanted her to be self-sufficient and independent. Whenever Madison had a day off from school, her dad would drive her in with him from their sprawling mansion in Long Island to the city so she could watch him make power deals at work. He would refer to her as his sidekick, and Madison reveled in the attention he showered her with. When she did excellent on a test, he would let her play hooky from school and they would go to the Four Seasons for lunch. That was where all the high rollers went to close billion-dollar deals. He groomed her to be the best. He would always say, “Learn to play the game, don’t let the game play you.” Madison was not only his daughter, but also the son he never had. She was determined to make him proud.
“Erica, I’m taking the rest of the day off, so anyone who calls, tell them I’m tied up in meetings all day. If there is an emergency, you can reach me on my cell, but only if it’s an emergency,” Madison stressed. She handed her assistant a stack of files and handwritten notes. “This is the information on a new client. Type up the information, and put together a folder with all her data. Have it on my desk first thing tomorrow morning. Also call Roberto and let him know I’m on my way.”
Madison slipped on her Chanel movie star shades and strolled out of the office. She was feeling agitated and needed to take the edge off, and she knew exactly what would do the trick. A spa treatment, a new outfit for her date with Reese, and a stiff drink.
Madison opted to walk to the spa instead of taking a cab or using the car service, since it was only a few blocks from her office. Although it was chilly outside, the sun was beaming and it was a beautiful day. Madison strutted down the busy Manhattan streets, taking in the hustle and bustle. There was nothing in the world like New York City. You could feel the hunger and see the eye of the tiger in every man you passed in his three-piece suit or the woman in her tailored ensemble. They were all on the same mission: getting that money. It all came down to who wanted it the most. Since Madison was a little girl, her father instilled in her that in New York there was so much money to make that if you played your cards right, everyone had a chance to get a piece of the pie. The problem was that nobody just wanted a piece; motherfuckers were so damn greedy, they weren’t satisfied unless they had the whole pie for themselves.
Madison entered the Ritz-Carlton Central Park and took the elevator to the second floor. Immediately when she stepped off, the receptionist greeted her, “Good afternoon. Welcome to the La Prairie spa.”
“Hi, could you please let Roberto know that Madison Monroe is here.”
“Hi, Ms. Monroe. He’s expecting you. Have a seat—he will be out shortly. Can I get you anything to drink?”
“Not right now.” Madison smiled and sat in the lounge, flipping through the latest magazines to see which celebrities were doing what and with whom. Since she frequently was the so-called source to well-orchestrated gossip items for her own clients, Madison was always interested in deciphering what other celebrities were truly caught off guard or if their publicist played an active role in having the information leaked to the tabloids.
“If it isn’t the PR Princess herself,” Roberto said in his clipped British accent. Madison still hadn’t decided if the accent was genuine or was something Roberto picked up because he thought it made him sound more refined. Especially since she could’ve sworn he inadvertently told her he grew up in Brooklyn. It was neither here nor there; everyone in this town had some sort of scam going. And it didn’t make a difference. Roberto gave the best freakin’ facials in all of Manhattan.
“Yes, darling, I’ve decided to bless you with my presence,” Madison said teasingly as they walked toward one of the six exclusive treatment rooms.
“So what are you having done today?” he asked.
“The caviar facial, jet lag massage, and a Brazilian wax. I also need a pedicure and manicure,” Madison reasoned after looking down at her nails.
“You basically want the works, and my dear, I will give it to you.”
“Roberto, you better not talk to me like that or I might think you want to give me some.”
“Oh, my dear, if only I liked kitty cats. If so, your scrumptious chocolate self would be all mine.” They both laughed as Madison undressed and put on the towel that Roberto handed her. “You have the most beautiful skin I’ve ever seen,” he said.
“Why, thank you. But Roberto, let me ask you a question.”
“Anything for you, my dear.”
“If I’m so scrumptious, why can’t I meet a man who wants to settle down and have a family with me?” Madison said, exasperated.
“Honestly, Madison, because you’re a man in a skirt. Personally I find that very attractive, but I hold out for actual men. If you really want to conquer the sensitive male species, then you’re going to have to soften up a bit. Your entire aura is very intimidating. I only speak the truth, dear, but enough of that. Lie down, and get comfortable. I’m going to pamper you like the princess you are.”
Madison closed her eyes and drifted into deep thought. everything Roberto said made sense. Working hard, building her career had always been Madison’s first priority. Her focus was undeniable, but competing in the cutthroat business world had also made her tough as nails. No man wanted to snuggle up next to that every night on a long-term basis.
Four hours later, Madison stepped out of the Ritz-Carlton feeling like a brand-new woman. She hailed a cab and headed over to Saks to pick out a dynamite outfit for tonight. On her cab ride over to Saks, she checked her cell phone messages. She let out a scream of excitement when she heard the message from Amy telling her everything was complete and the loft was hers. Amy said she could stop by in the morning to sign a few papers and pick up her keys. Everything was working out perfectly. Madison had given her sixty days’ notice to her landlord a month ago, so she could use the next month to get things in order. If it took a little longer, then she could always do a month-to-month lease, but the extra cost for that would make anyone hurry up and move. Madison was just ecstatic that she had gotten the place she wanted. She’d made up her mind that she was moving and buying a place of her own regardless, but for it to be her dream palace was a true blessing.
By the time Madison walked out of Saks, she had three more bags than she expected to leave with. “Oh, well,” she said. As far as she was concerned, she more than deserved it; especially now that she would have plenty of room for her ever-expanding wardrobe with her new humongous walk-in closet.
As Madison got dressed, she was actually looking forward to her date with Reese. He was good-looking and definitely knew how to handle his business in bed. Her day at the spa and shopping did help take the edge off, but she still couldn’t get Maurice Hunter off her mind. During her day, every so often she would try to come up with a reasonable excuse to see him. But every reason seemed so desperate and calculated. She was hoping that a sensational roll in the sack with Reese would numb her craving for Maurice.
WHEN MADISON AND Reese walked into the Asian-cuisine hot spot, Spice Market, she zeroed in on a familiar-looking gentleman being seated. Even in the sprawling twelve-thousand-foot, century-old warehouse located in the Meatpacking District, he stood out like a precious stone. When the hostess came back to seat them, she wanted to beg for a booth next to the object of her affection but had to settle for a prime location that still had him in her zooming range.
“I know I’ve told you three times already, but you look incredible tonight. When you opened your door, I actually wanted to cancel dinner and have you as the main course,” Reese said, sounding like he was reading a line from a bad movie script. She should’ve looked incredible, given how much she spent on her outfit, Madison thought to herself. As Reese mumbled on about all the different positions he was going to try on her when they got to his place, Madison’s mind was somewhere else.
I can’t believe that Maurice Hunter is sitting right across the restaurant from me. I wonder if the woman he is with is his girlfriend or just a casual date. I can’t get a good look at her, but she seems attractive, but a tad plain for my taste. I have to find a way to get his attention. He simply must see me in my curve-hugging Dior by John Galliano bustier and skirt. Hmm, there has to be a subtle but productive way to leave this restaurant with Maurice realizing it should be me, not Mary Poppins, dining with him.
“Madison, are you okay? The waitress wanted to take your drink order,” Reese explained, looking at her quizzically.
“I’m sorry. I was trying to remember if I finished up some things before I left work.”
“You’re thinking about work while sitting at the table with me? I must need to step up my game. Bring us out your best bottle of champagne,” Reese said to what seemed to be a starstruck waitress.
“Make that your best bottle of white wine,” Madison interjected. “I’m sorry, Reese. Work has me a little stressed out, that’s all.”
“I understand, but hopefully after we leave here, I can make you forget about all of that.”
“Can you excuse me for a moment? I really need to go to the ladies’ room,” Madison said as she jumped up.
“Do you know what you want me to order for you?” he asked.
“I’ll have whatever you’re having,” Madison said, practically sprinting across the floor, desperate to get to the other side of the restaurant after seeing Maurice leaving his table.
Reese definitely thought Madison was behaving strangely, but he didn’t care. His dick was getting hard just watching her voluptuous ass twist to where he assumed was the bathroom.
As Madison approached the slight hallway where the bathrooms were located, she stepped up her skip so she would end up right next to Maurice. “Excuse me,” she said, after purposely bumping into him.
“No apologizes necessary,” Maurice replied while unexpectedly becoming hypnotized by Madison’s scent. She turned her head and caught Maurice with his eyes slightly closed, inhaling her seductive aroma. It worked every time, given the fact she was wearing Clive Christian No. 1. A one-ounce bottle started at $1,850, but Madison’s was a Christmas gift from Elton John after her company handled a benefit concert for him. He had a customized fifteen-thousand-dollar bottle commissioned in the shape of a tiara with the words PR PRINCESS engraved on it. Madison faced the gorgeous bachelor and locked eyes.
“Don’t I know you?” she asked with a devilish grin. Maurice was totally caught off guard because he was still coming down from the sexual high he got from her scent. Madison could tell he was straining to place her face. “I think I met you the other day when Amy Duncan was showing me the loft I just purchased on Sixty-fifth Street.”
“Oh yes, now I remember. Was your hair different or something, because I didn’t recognize you?”
“Actually it was back in a bun. I like to let it flow freely after business hours,” she said with undertones of flirtation.
“It’s very flattering.” Maurice said, becoming increasingly uncomfortable because he felt that the woman was seducing him right there in front of the restroom. But the fact that it was turning him on made him even more antsy. “Well, it was nice meeting you . . . What did you say your name was again?”
“I didn’t, but it’s Madison Monroe,” she said, extending her arm to shake his hand.
“Madison, it was very nice to meet you again. I’m sure we’ll bump into each other in the building. I also have a residence there. I better get going; I’m actually here with someone.” Maurice turned to walk away, thinking it was better to escape the beautiful woman standing before him.
As the grasp of Maurice’s hand was leaving Madison’s after their handshake, the rational side of her mind wanted to let go, but the irrational side was afraid that if she didn’t seize the opportunity, she might lose him.
“Wait,” she said so softly that Maurice didn’t even hear her. Feeling that she pulled his hand back in her grasp, when he turned toward her to see why she was forcing his hand, Madison went in for the kill. Before Maurice could say a word, their tongues were interlocked. Their bodies danced to the beating of their hearts, and without a second thought, they were locked in the bathroom, discovering a forbidden passion. With ease, Maurice’s muscular arms pinned Madison to the wall as he lifted her skirt and slipped two fingers inside her to feel how moist she was. Her wetness would give him an idea of just how badly she wanted him. To his satisfaction, her juices were drowning his fingers, and he knew she needed the real deal. With all the intensity between them, Maurice still managed to pull out his cock with the coolness of a Cheshire cat. With the shaft of his dick he played with the lips of Madison’s now faucet-dripping pussy.
“Maurice, please put it in. I need to feel all of you,” Madison pleaded. The begging sound in her voice was making his dick throb. He gazed into the seductive fuck-me eyes of the Hershey-colored beauty. He imagined his penis outlining her glistening lips and then putting all ten inches down her throat.
“Baby, how bad do you want it?” he whispered in Madison’s ear.
“A man’s touch has never felt so good, you’re driving me crazy,” a hot and bothered Madison revealed. Maurice massaged the firm but smooth ass that was spread across his hands. He then rose up her entire body and slowly slid her down his pole. Involuntarily, a scream escaped Madison’s lips. It was the best scream of pleasure she had ever experienced.
Maurice put his hand across her mouth and rocked inside her for what seemed like ten seconds. “Baby, I have to go. I want you to fix yourself up before you leave the restroom. You wouldn’t want anybody to know what a naughty little girl you’ve been.”
A stunned and speechless Madison watched as Maurice lifted her to her feet. He zipped his pants, washed his hands, and kissed her on the forehead as he exited the bathroom.
Madison wanted to vomit. She had never felt so dirty in her life. Maurice managed to make her feel like a five-dollar whore even though no money was exchanged. But what was sicker was that she wanted him back. She wanted to bust down the bathroom door and tackle him in the middle of the restaurant, not caring who witnessed her shameless supplication.
After the fifth knock on the door, Madison finally pulled it together enough to go back to her table. She walked through the rest-room with her head held high as if everyone knew her secret and she wanted them to know she would survive. She purposely didn’t look in the direction of Maurice’s table, and by the time she reached Reese, another young lady was sitting in her chair. “Excuse me, this is my seat,” Madison said angrily.
“I’m sorry,” the pretty Hawaiian-looking chick said as she was getting up.
“She was just keeping me company. You were taking so long, I thought maybe you left,” Reese said jokingly, looking at the confused woman.
“Actually don’t get up—sit back down. I’m not feeling well. You all have a great time together. I’ll speak to you later, Reese.” Madison grabbed her coat and purse, fighting to keep her self-control.
“Madison, wait—we’ll leave together.”
“Reese, honestly, I wouldn’t be any fun tonight. I’m tired, and I think I’m coming down with something. I really need to go home and get some rest. I’ll call you tomorrow.” Madison ran away without even giving Reese a chance to say a word. The emotions that were running through her body were making her frantic. She didn’t like feeling out of control, and that was exactly how she felt.
When Madison got home, before she even undressed, she finished off the merlot from the dinner party she had a couple of days ago. Maurice was suffocating her entire mind and body, and she didn’t know what to do. The alcohol wasn’t numbing the anxiety, and the thought of going to sleep almost seemed more painful. Eventually time took its natural toll, and Madison passed out on the living room floor with the last drops of her wine spread on her cream rug. She awoke to the loud sound of her phone ringing, that and a throbbing headache. “Hello.”
“Wake up,” the domineering voice said.
“Who is this?” Madison asked, still half-asleep.
“You don’t recognize the voice of the man who was inside of you last night?” A shock wave shot through Madison’s veins. Her eyes opened wide, and her body became upright on the floor.
“Is this Maurice?” she asked with hesitation.
“Don’t you know? Unless you let someone else feel inside of you last night too.”
“No, only you,” she said hurriedly, as if she wanted to reassure him he was the only one.
“What time can I see you?”
“Anytime you want.”
“Don’t you have to work, Madison?”
“I’m not going in today. Actually I have to pick up the keys to my loft from Amy this afternoon.”
“Meet me in the lobby at the building around three o’clock. I’ll see you then.” Just like that, Maurice was back as if yesterday he hadn’t humiliated her by leaving her with her skirt up and horny in the bathroom. But Madison didn’t care—she was so relieved he called and wanted to see her that the humiliation seemed worthwhile. She excitedly ran to the shower to prepare for her afternoon encounter with him. As the water swallowed her up she imagined Maurice’s strong muscular body taking hers.
While getting dressed, Madison decided she wanted to downplay her hooker role of last night and give off a more conservative look.
She wore her Michael Kors cashmere cardigan with fur collar and coffee-colored low waist paints, which fit perfectly on her tall frame. Her brown leather boots with light gold enamel bamboo heel gave her an additional four inches. The finishing touch was the brown Gucci fox fur hobo purse with dark brown leather trim, light gold hardware, and bamboo ring details. With her long hair pulled up in a ponytail and makeup perfectly applied, Madison was the vision of a top-notch catch. Any man would cut off his right arm just to know her name.
“Good morning, Erica.”
“Hi, Ms. Monroe. I have the folder prepared for your new client. It’s on your desk.”
“Wonderful. I won’t have time to review it today because I only stopped by to pick up a couple of things. I would like for you to type a memo to be handed out to all the employees letting them know that Monday morning we will be having a mandatory staff meeting.” Erica nodded her head, acknowledging the memo would be prepared accordingly. “Do I have any messages?”
“A few people wanted to go directly to your voice mail, and all other messages are also on your desk.”
“Thanks. If I need anything before I leave, I’ll let you know.”
“By the way, Ms. Monroe, you always look beautiful, but today you’re breathtaking.”
“Thank you. I appreciate the compliment,” Madison said as she closed the door to her office. She truly did appreciate the compliment from her proficient assistant. What she truly hoped was that Maurice would share her opinion.
“Ms. Monroe, Eric Chambers is on line one.”
“Put him through. Hi, Eric.”
“Madison, Madison, Madison, where have you been?”
“I just spoke to you yesterday,” she said, annoyed by the sound of his voice.
“It seems so much longer. Maybe it’s because we haven’t spent any quality time together.”
“Quality time should be shared with family. You know, like the family you have at home—dutiful wife, a couple of cute kids—that family.”
“No need to get smart. All I’m saying is that I miss you. We shared some wonderful times together. Is it wrong for me to want that again?”
“Yeah, when you’re a married man. It’s too early in the morning to have this discussion. I’m swamped, and I’m actually on my way to pick up the keys to my new place.”
“So you finally found a place? Congratulations! Maybe one day you’ll invite me over for a drink—you know, for old times’ sake. I’ll let you go, but I will be seeing you next week for our meeting.”
“No doubt, business always comes first. Bye-bye.” Madison nibbled on the blueberry muffin from Dunkin’ Donuts she swooped up on her way to work. It was her favorite morning snack, but due to the bubbles in her stomach, taking a whole bite seemed impossible. The bubbles came from the sheer excitement of seeing Maurice again. Nothing had ever really excited Madison this much. Yes, she was ecstatic about her new loft, she was proud when she graduated from Harvard, her father’s alma mater, at the top of her class, she was even thrilled when she lost her virginity at sixteen to the captain of the basketball team, but this was different. Nothing made her lose her appetite and her concentration at work, and nothing gave her bubbles in her stomach—until now. This feeling was new, and it was freaking her out. Unable to focus, she gathered a couple of documents she needed to review and left her office. “I’m heading out, Erica, I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Have a great day, Ms. Monroe,” Erica said, thinking that her boss didn’t seem herself.
When Madison arrived at Amy Duncan’s office, her defense mode went up. Even though the ditzy blonde swore everything was a go, Madison wouldn’t be a believer until the keys and the paperwork were in her hands. “Hi, I’m Madison Monroe. I’m here to see Amy Duncan.”
“Yes, Amy is expecting you,” the cheery receptionist said in an almost singing voice.
Fhank goodness she doesn’t work for me, All that happiness would make me choke, Madison thought to herself.
“Hi, Madison. Follow me. You look beautiful this morning. I love your attire,” Amy said, continuing to praise Madison. It was all flattering, but she wanted her damn keys.
“Thank you. You’re too kind,” she lied, thinking nothing was kind about Amy. The woman simply rubbed her the wrong way.
“Have a seat. I know you already went over the paperwork with your attorney and accountant. I just need for you to sign this last document to finalize everything.”
Madison read the paper, realizing it was the bullshit form saying you would forfeit your deposit if you decide you don’t want the apartment for any reason other than it basically blowing the fuck up. Madison blessed the document with her autograph, snatched up her keys, and left. On her way out the door, her cell phone rang, and it was her dear friend Kristen.
“What’s good, Kristen?”
“Nothing, I had to stop in the city to look at a gift I want to get Kevin for Christmas. I’m finished and wanted to know if you had time for a late breakfast or early lunch?” Madison eyed her watch and realized she still had a couple of hours to kill.
“That would be great. Let’s go to my favorite diner on Fifty-fourth Street. I have the taste for their French toast.”
“Cool, I’ll see you in fifteen, twenty minutes.” On her way to the diner, Madison stopped by the newspaper stand and purchased the InStyle magazine with Katie Holmes on the cover. That was her favorite magazine, and it always gave her ideas to enhance her already labeled-out wardrobe.
To Madison’s surprise, Kristen was already seated and having a cup of tea by the time she reached the table. “Were you around the corner or something?”
“Please, you know my fifteen minutes is your thirty. But forget about that—you look unbelievable. You’re more on point than usual—who are you trying to impress?”
“Excuse me. You know how much I love fashion.”
“Yeah, I do, but honey, you’re working it from the eighteen-karat yellow-gold chandelier earrings with rock crystals to the pointed-toe boots. Something is up. I want to say a man, but you’ve never really taken any of them that seriously to do it up like this on a Thursday morning. You finally made it to that legendary Oprah Winfrey couch and preparing what outfit to wear for the sit-down? I mean, what is up?”
“Kristen, you missed your calling as a stand-up comedian.”
“Don’t play with me. I’m your best friend. That slick talk isn’t going to fly this way.”
“Fine, it’s a man,” Madison admitted with discomfort in her voice.
“Are you serious, what man is this? I never thought I would hear those words come out your mouth.”
“Tell me about it.”
“I know it isn’t Reese Alexander.”
“No, it isn’t him.”
“Okay, but before we continue about this new man that has your head all wired up, did you and Mr. Movie Star do a little bumping and grinding that night?” Kristen asked as she leaned back and rested her face in her hand, ready to suck up some information.
“Yeah, we did, and it was good but nothing I wanna talk about.”
“I don’t give a damn what you want to talk about. You got down and dirty with that fine-ass young nigga and you don’t want to talk about it? Hmm, you got to come up with something better than that. Seeing that sexy motherfucker motivated me to head to the gym and get my workout on. I was like, ‘Madison can’t have all the fun. I was that bitch before Kevin knocked me up and I had the baby.’ You know how we use to roll.”
“I remember, but you’re a married woman. So even when you get back down to that perfect size six, the only person besides yourself that will get a hard on about it is your husband.”
Kristen rolled her eyes and smacked her lips as if Madison didn’t have a clue what she was talking about. “Anyway back to fine-ass Reese.”
“Listen, he had a nice-size dick. He twisted me out from the kitchen to the bathroom until we finally made it to his bedroom. His tricks were no more elaborate than the other actors I fucked. Now are you satisfied?”
“Yeah, but honey, somebody got you sprunuuuug! It’s not just in your eyes—it’s like it has spread all over your face. Damn, M and M, you got it bad. Somebody put that Usher song on: ‘You got, you got it bad if you miss a day without your friend your whole life’s off track, ooh you got it bad when you’re out with someone but you keep thinkin’ ‘bout somebody else, you got it baaaad,’ “ Kristen continued to sing the song.
“If Usher heard your sorry-ass rendition of his ballad, you might send him into retirement.”
“Oh, well, who is he, Madison?”
“His name is Maurice Hunter. He owns the building I’m moving into. He is like the epitome of the ideal black man.”
“That means he has a big dick, deep pockets, and fine as hell,—is he married?”
“Not yet, but I’m hoping I’ll be his wife.”
“Girl, now I know you’ve lost your mind. This motherfucker got you so open that you’re talking about getting married. Damn, that nigga must be working with the size of a big-ass baby bottle and can eat a mean pussy. He got a brother?”
“Kristen, this conversation is over. We’ve been sitting here talking for over an hour and still haven’t ordered our food. It’s almost two o’clock, and I have to leave in forty-five minutes.”
“You are going to meet your love machine. Well, make sure you keep me updated. But be careful, Madison. Any man that has you jumping through hoops is dangerous. Keep that in mind.”
The ladies finally ordered their food, and Madison listened to Kristen go on about her humorous domestic life. As funny as the stories were, Madison still had Maurice on the brain. She actually wished it was he who was sitting across from her telling a funny story rather than her best friend. Of course, she would never tell Kristen that, because her friend would have her committed to the mental institution without any further discussion. After devouring their meals, the two ladies kissed good-bye and Madison hopped in a cab to meet the man of her dreams.
Madison walked back and forth, waiting for Maurice to arrive. It was now three thirty, and there still was no Maurice in sight. She sat down on the couch in the lobby, but she was so antsy, she couldn’t stay still. She even considered going upstairs to take a look at her loft but was afraid she would miss the opportunity to see Maurice. Then she questioned whether he said three o’clock and if the lobby was the correct meeting place. As all the doubts rattled in her head, she saw Maurice casually stroll in with a very pretty young woman. She had his same caramel complexion and was petite with shoulder-length curly hair. Jealousy instantly spread through Madison’s body like a contagious disease. She was desperate to gain her composure before the two reached her.
“Hi, Madison. I hope you weren’t waiting too long,” Maurice said casually.
“Well, you did say to be here at three.”
“No, I said around three.”
Madison laughed uncomfortably before saying, “Oh, I must have missed that part. No big deal.”
“This is my personal assistant, Tonya.”
“Nice to meet you,” the woman said.
“Nice to meet you too,” Madison said, hoping her insecurity wasn’t detected.
“Tonya, I have to handle some business with Madison. I’ll meet you in my office in a couple of hours.”
Madison felt a surge of discontent hearing that Maurice was planning to set aside only a couple of hours for her. She had hoped that this time tomorrow they would still be luxuriating in the bed somewhere.
“Follow me,” Maurice directed Madison as if she were a business client. When they were passing the concierge desk, he stopped and said, “Ricardo, this is Madison Monroe. She just purchased the loft on the twelfth floor. I’m going to show her around the building, but please always treat her extra special.” The concierge smiled at Madison, and she returned the smile, still trying to get a read on Maurice. When they finally got in the elevator and the doors closed, Madison yearned for Maurice to pin her against the wall as he did in the bathroom, but instead he asked, “How’s your day been going?”
“Okay, I guess. I finally got the keys to my place. I’m happy about that.”
“You’ll like it here. It’s like stepping into a whole other world. Do you want to go to your loft, or would you like to see mine?”
“I would love to see yours. Your assistant is beautiful,” Madison blurted out without even thinking. She was astounded that this man had her acting like a pimple-faced awkward teenager.
“Tonya, yeah, she is a beautiful young woman, very smart too. I’m hoping to keep her around for a while; hopefully someone else won’t snatch her up.” His word choice had Madison even more insecure than before. When they reached the top floor, the doors opened to Maurice’s penthouse, and it put her dream loft to shame. The split-level vision seemed to be at least double the size of her place. It was the perfect combination of high-tech ultramodern design and luxurious overindulgence at its finest.
“Wow, this place is amazing.” Madison gasped.
“I like to think so. It started off as my pet project, and this is the finished product,” he said while walking toward his stainless steeland-glass bar. “Would you like something to drink?”
“Sure, Baileys on the rocks.”
“So exactly what do you do for a living?”
“I own a public relations company.”
“I didn’t know there was so much money in PR.”
“You can make a pretty good living.”
“It has to be more than pretty good to afford a three-million-dollar loft.”
“Oh, I’m definitely not in a place in my career where I can afford a three-million-dollar loft from doing PR.”
“Then how did you get the money?” Maurice asked as he handed Madison her drink. The point-blank question into what many would consider privileged information was putting her on edge, but she found herself about to wander into territory that she normally kept guarded.
“Actually, I started my own company and bought my loft with monies from my trust fund.” Madison knew that revelation would lead to more questions, ones she preferred not to answer, but it was too late.
“Trust fund, who left you a trust fund?” Maurice was now sitting on the couch as if he were a shrink and Madison was his patient. He knew his line of questioning was making her uneasy, but he wanted to pull her out of her element. His mission was to strip her of all self-control.
“My father. Before he died, he left me a trust fund that I inherited when I turned twenty-five.”
“How long has your father been deceased?”
“Over ten years.”
“How did he die?”
“He was murdered. The cops believe it was a random act of robbery, but the case was never solved. A year later, my mother died of a broken heart. One shot by some thug tore my whole family apart. Within a year, I lost my mother and father.” Madison’s forehead now had trickles of sweat, and her hands were shaking.
She seemed to be having a panic attack, but Maurice didn’t make a move. Instead he sat back and dissected the obviously shaken woman. This beautiful strong creature was crumbling right before his eyes.
Madison finally sat down, realizing her legs were buckling under and she was about to fall. “Could you please give me a glass of water?” Maurice still didn’t move, and Madison felt as if she was going to pass out. She rarely discussed the death of her parents, because she would always break down. All the therapy sessions in the world weren’t able to get her to cope with the loss.
“Why don’t you get the water yourself?” he asked coldly.
“I’m not feeling well, Maurice. Please get me some water.”
He finally walked over to the bar and pulled out bottled water. He took his time bringing it to Madison, and she was on the verge of collapsing.
She finished the water in what appeared to be one gulp. Madison reached in her purse and pulled out a tissue to dab the sweat from her forehead. “I’m sorry for losing it like this. It’s extremely hard for me to discuss my parents. I’m sure you understand.”
“No, I don’t. You have your own company, bought a three-million-dollar loft, and have on at least ten thousand dollars’ worth of clothes and accessories. You obviously have no problem spending your dead daddy’s money.”
Madison felt the tears welling up in her eyes. “How can you be so cruel? Is this why you invited me here, to further humiliate me? I can’t deal with this.” Madison got off the couch and virtually leaped to the front door.
Before she could make her getaway, Maurice had both hands jailing her inside the door space. He put his right hand around her throat and filled her mouth with his tongue. His lips were the perfect tool for foreplay. He glided Madison to the couch he had just disgraced her on and began unbuttoning her cashmere cardigan. The opening revealed a cream silk bra with two firm perfect round breasts. After unclipping the bra, he consumed the brown rounds as if sucking the juices from a grape.
Madison had forgotten the cruel words that left Maurice’s mouth and only wanted to have every part of him. “Baby, I want to taste you. Please put your dick in my mouth.”
“Shh, let me please you,” Maurice said as he stood up and undressed. His six-foot-two-inch solid frame was flawless. His caramel skin highlighted every ripple of muscle on his washboard stomach. When he stepped out of his briefs, Madison knew he was working with at least ten inches not to mention the width, which was wide and thick. She was so enamored with watching Maurice, she had not yet taken off her pants and boots, but he did the honor for her. By the time she was completely naked, she had already had a baby orgasm just from the idea of what he was about to do to her.
“Do you want to feel my tongue inside you, or are you ready for me?”
Madison always loved a man to get her nice and wet with some tongue action, but her pussy was so sodden, if she got any more excited, he would feel like he was floating in the ocean. “I’m ready for you.”
When he entered her, a sensation ripped through Madison’s body that had her screaming his name with every stroke. She was so far gone that even though she had a pack of condoms in her purse, she opted to take her chances because she so desperately craved him raw. She could feel her juices showering his dick, and as wet as she was, it couldn’t stop the pain of taking all of him inside her. Her nails were pressing deep in his skin, and she bit her bottom lip, trying to capture the size and force of his manhood. But the real pleasure came from the slow rhythmic movement of his hypnotizing tool. There was no doubt Madison had fallen in love with the gorgeous stallion, and he knew it. With every thrust, she was falling deeper and deeper under his spell. When Madison felt his dick twitching against her walls and she knew he was about to erupt, she begged him to come inside of her.
But instead he had to let her know who was in control of this. “Open your mouth, and swallow every last drop,” Maurice demanded. Like he knew she would.
Madison ingested every drip of come as if it were a sacrament. When Maurice got up and walked toward the kitchen, she stared longingly for him to come back and be inside of her. She followed him to the kitchen like a lost puppy, and for the first time Maurice fully took in the woman he had just made love to. He had to admit that she was unbelievably stunning. Her perfectly proportioned body was almost as flawless as her glistening smooth brown skin. Her long dark hair was tousled, and she looked like an escaped exotic jungle woman, except for the fact that her nails, skin, and body were so immaculately groomed.
“After last night, I didn’t know when I would see you again. I was so happy when you called this morning. How did you get my number, anyway?” Madison asked, hoping to open the lines of communication.
“I can get anybody’s number. It wasn’t hard.”
“Oh, well, I’m glad you did.”
“I have to handle some business, so I have to go,” Maurice said as he abruptly walked past Madison.
“Why are you being so distant?” she asked.
“What is it that you want from me?” Maurice asked, seeming infuriated by Madison’s question.
“Closeness—we did just make love. It meant something to me. I was hoping it meant something to you too.”
“The closeness you’re looking for I can’t give you.”
Madison felt as if a knife has just been lunged in her heart. “But why, what’s wrong with me?” she asked.
“Madison, it’s not you. It’s me.”
“You have to come up with a better excuse than that. Do you know how many times I’ve used that line on men before?” she said sarcastically.
“It’s the truth. Just like you have your own demons you’re dealing with, so do I.”
“You can share them with me.” Madison walked toward Maurice and held his hand. Beneath the allure of his hazel eyes, she could see such pain. The eyes never lie, and Maurice had definitely put up a wall to protect himself, but from what, Madison desperately wanted to figure out.
“Don’t push me.”
The seriousness of his tone made Madison step back and reevaluate her approach. “I won’t. We can take it slow,” she said, releasing his hand. “Can I see you again?”
“Do you want to?”
“Of course,” she responded, as if not believing Maurice would even have to ask such a question.
“Dinner tomorrow night. I’ll call you and let you know what time I’ll pick you up.”
“Okay.” Maurice walked over and kissed Madison on her cheek before heading toward his bedroom. Madison walked toward the living room as if in a trance. She couldn’t help but feel as if Maurice wasn’t that into her. His mood seemed cold and distant, but he still was like a magnet pulling her in. In the past, Madison was used to men chasing her and always feeling secure that they longed for her love and affection, but this time was different. She felt inadequate and questioned whether Maurice cared about her at all or if she was just a convenient sex partner.
After getting dressed and touching up her makeup, Madison waited thirty minutes for Maurice to come out of his bedroom. When another fifteen minutes passed and still no sign of him, she realized the kiss Maurice placed on her cheek was his good-bye, and he wouldn’t be coming back out until she was gone. Once again feeling rejected, Madison snatched her bag and headed out the door.
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It was a rainy, dreary November day for Madison. Not just because of the weather but also because she hadn’t heard from Maurice in over a week. The dinner they were supposed to have the next evening never happened. Although Maurice didn’t call to confirm a time he would pick her up, wishful thinking got the better of her. Madison sat on her couch all night in a J. Mendel fur stole with her Coco Kliks mini and Missoni boots, praying that she would hear a knock at the door. The knock never came. She had no number for him, and when she called information, his home number was unlisted. It wasn’t until three o’clock in the morning that Madison accepted he wasn’t showing up.
Madison sat in her office now, staring outside, watching the rain and gushing winds rip through the still-busy New York City streets. It seemed nothing could stop business as usual in this fast-paced town, except for maybe a broken heart, in Madison’s case. She almost ruined her account with Eric Chamber’s company after forgetting about their scheduled meeting and not preparing the follow-up proposal. Luckily she was quick on her feet when it came to creative ideas, and more important, Eric still had a hard-on for her. She was able to smooth everything over, but her motivation toward work was nil. “I said I didn’t want to be disturbed,” Madison barked after her assistant buzzed in.
“Ms. Monroe, you have a delivery,” Erica explained.
“Well sign for it, and I’ll get it from you on my way out.”
“The gentleman is insisting on delivering it to you himself, says it’s important.” Madison immediately thought of Richard, Reese, and Eric, since she had been avoiding all three. They had bombarded her with messages, but she wasn’t interested in seeing any of them. She wondered which one had the balls to corner her at work.
“Fine, send him in.” Madison’s back was turned toward the door because she didn’t want to greet whichever man it was with the disgusted look on her face. When she heard the door open, her fists were clenched in front of her, trying to calm her nerves so she wouldn’t lash out. Even though she felt nothing for any of them emotionally, they were useful for business purposes, and she knew it was important not to burn bridges. She had to find a way to pacify their egos and get them the hell outta her face at the same time. Madison could feel the man walking toward her, and when he approached, surprisingly her nipples hardened and she became aroused by the masculine scent of his cologne. Right before Madison turned to face him, the most beautiful arrangement of roses, orchids, tulips, and Oriental lilies welcomed her.
“Please forgive me,” the deep, even-toned voice said.
Madison’s heartbeat jumped rapidly as she assimilated the words and the voice. She turned around slowly. “What are you doing here?” she said with eyes beaming.
“No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t shake you from my thoughts; so I finally gave into the inevitable and hoped that it wasn’t too late. Am I?”
Madison reached around and placed the bouquet of flowers on the desk. She then put her slender soft hands on his chiseled chin and tasted his lips. They were sweeter than the most sugary fruit, softer than the smoothest skin, and more inviting than the calmest body of water. “Does that answer your question?” she said.
“How did I get so lucky?” he asked.
“The question is how did I get so lucky? I figured you decided not to deal with me anymore, but I still couldn’t let you go. I was determined to wait and prayed that you would come back to me. My prayers have been answered, I hope. But only you can answer that. Do you care about me, or do you just feel guilty about how you treated me?”
“Honestly, I felt a connection to you from the first moment I saw you. When we ran into each other again at the Spice Market, I remembered you, but I was trying to fight the urge.”
“What urge?”
“The urge of wanting you in my life.”
“But why?”
“Fear,” he admitted solemnly.
“Fear of what?”
“Falling in love again and being hurt.”
“You’ve been in love before?” Madison asked with a twinge of envy.
“Yes, a few years ago, but the pain is still fresh in my mind.”
“What happened?”
“It’s complicated.” It was hard for Maurice to explain because he was still confused. The woman he believed he would spend the rest of his life with left him, and he had never gotten over it. After the relationship ended, he dedicated his entire existence to making money and being successful. He had casual relationships with women only to curb his sexual desires and contain his desire for female companionship. He never let his relationships get too serious, but he knew Madison was the woman who could change all that.
“I’m good at figuring things out—try me,” Madison said with a warm smile.
“I’ve been married to my work for so long that I didn’t want to get involved in a complicated relationship with you. I knew that I would want more than a casual sexual fling, so I thought it best to keep my distance.”
Madison could see the look of frustration on Maurice’s face and that he was holding back. He seemed torn, but Madison wasn’t con-fused at all. He stood looking out her large window as if in deep thought.
Maurice was finer than any male model that graced the billboards of Times Square. On the few occasions she saw him, he was always dressed in an expensive suit, but today she witnessed another side of his impeccable style. He was casually dressed but still evoked confidence and power. With his dark brown beaver short coat with shawl collar and an oyster cashmere and silk turtleneck sweater, complemented with dark blue relaxed-fitting jeans and a pair of brown suede moccasin with double-G ornaments, he embodied the perfect combination of cool sophistication and testosterone. Maurice’s entire demeanor reminded Madison of her father, even his standoffish attitude.
“Our relationship doesn’t have to be complicated. We could share something beautiful and special.” Madison paced over to Maurice and put her hand on his shoulder. “What I feel for you is real. The first time we met, I fell in love with you. I never wanted anything as badly as I wanted you. But it seemed as if you were looking right through me. Then when I made a fool of myself at the restaurant and tried to seduce you in front of the bathroom, I was the one that ended up being seduced. When you called me the next day, I thought that maybe we had a chance. Of course, that was shattered after we made love and I didn’t hear from you. I figured you must have thought I was some spoiled, promiscuous brat.”
“I did have my reservations. You were extremely aggressive and obviously had no qualms about going after what you wanted. I didn’t want to be just another notch on your belt.”
“But you’re not,” Madison said. “You’re so much more than that. If you give us a chance, you’ll see.”
“That’s why I came here today, because I do want to give us a chance. For the past week I’ve thought about you almost every second of the day. The way you smell, the way my hands glide with ease on your body, and your warmth when I’m inside of you.” By the time Maurice finished his last sentence, Madison was spread out on her desk with Maurice’s tongue taking pleasure in that warmth. He plunged his tongue into the center of her opening and licked it upward toward her clit.
Once he hit her clit, she trembled and let out an endless sigh. “Oh, Maurice, I love you.” His face was drenched in Madison’s sweet juices. The more she purred, the more gratification he got. She began shaking rhythmically as he brought her to a climax, and Maurice was also aroused and about to come. As he unzipped his jeans, he used the other hand to finger her. Right when Madison jolted in pleasure, Maurice took his manhood and spurted his warm come up and down her entire pussy.
“I love you too, Madison.”
Those words rang in her ears like wedding bells. Flashes of chapels, wedding dresses, and baby cribs invaded her brain. Maurice rested his head on Madison’s stomach, and it seemed as if time were standing still.
FOR THE NEXT few weeks, Madison was on cloud nine, caught up in the sheer bliss of love. After their initial hump, they seemed to now be in perfect harmony. She had virtually moved into her new loft, and Maurice even hired his interior designer to glam the place up. Madison had basically stopped staying at her other apartment and was now living with Maurice until her loft was complete. She never imagined that her love life would make her this happy. Christmas and New Year’s were approaching, and Madison knew that her wish would be for the two of them to spend the rest of their lives as husband and wife. As Madison lay in bed on the gloomy Sunday afternoon, daydreaming about her life with Maurice, she heard him coming back in from his daily run. “Hi, baby,” Madison said, jumping out the bed like a little girl greeting her daddy.
“Did you miss me?” he said teasingly.
“You know I always miss you, even when you’re in the next room.” Madison grinned, pulling Maurice on the bed.
“Stop, I’m sweaty. I need to get in the shower.”
“I like you sweaty,” Madison pouted as Maurice untangled himself from her embrace and went to the bathroom and started the shower. “Baby, what are we going to do for New Year’s?”
“What do you want to do?”
“I don’t know. Maybe go someplace warm.”
“What about Miami? I just purchased a condominium there a few months ago, and it’s warm.”
“Yeah, and I’ve gotten a ton of invitations to some hot parties for that weekend. That sounds perfect.”
“Great, so I’ll make the flight reservations. New Year’s Eve is Friday, so we’ll leave Thursday morning.”
“Thursday? Why so late? Can’t we leave Tuesday or Wednesday?”
“Madison, I’m swamped with business until then.”
“I understand, but on another note, what do you want for Christmas?”
“I have what I want,” Maurice claimed as he pulled a half-naked Madison in the shower with him. “You,” he said, while ripping off Madison’s bra and panties. There was no need for Maurice to guide her to his rock-hard penis, because she willingly found her way.
“Baby, your dick is so beautiful,” Madison moaned.
“It’s your dick,” Maurice said as he locked eyes with her.
“My dick is so beautiful,” she said as she rubbed it up and down its length. She was teasing just the head of his dick and then flicked her tongue all over the entire shaft. No one had ever given Maurice a blowjob as expertly as Madison. She reached up and began to rub his nipples to further ignite his sensations. Her entrance was so wet and hot, like her pussy, and Maurice imagined being inside and started fucking her mouth. His dick was pulsating inside her lips, and the intense pleasure was driving him so crazy that he grabbed Madison’s damp hair and pulled it tightly. She tried to maintain her perfect rhythm because she loved to make him lose control while she gratified him sexually. When his moans of pleasures became louder and louder, Madison knew he was about to erupt inside of her, and she wanted to savor it all.
Maurice gazed at Madison as she swallowed all of him. When some neglected her mouth and rolled down the side of her chin, she took her finger and scooped it up, then placed it in her mouth as if it were her favorite flavor of ice cream. She loved every part of him, and Maurice could feel it through his entire body. He steered Madison to his lips and kissed her long and hard. As he rubbed down her flesh until finally resting his hands on her taut buttocks, Maurice thought to himself that she was the perfect woman for him.
WHEN KRISTEN CAME over to see Madison’s almost-completed loft, she hit the roof. She loved the color scheme the interior designer had picked out. Since Madison adored natural tones, the decorator had used that as the base and put splashes of deeper shades to offset it. The large open space and antique fixtures made Kristen felt like she was somewhere in a new-millennium museum. After praising how beautiful the new place was, Kristen didn’t skip a beat about what had been going on with her best friend. “Girl, I was surprised to get a phone call from you today, since it feels like I haven’t seen you in years,” Kristen complained.
“We just had lunch a few weeks ago. Normally we just speak on the phone more often,” Madison said.
“That’s what it is. You don’t call a sistah no more, what’s up with that?”
“I’ve just been busy. Moving and trying to get settled in my new place.”
“I think it’s more than that. Your face has the glow of a pregnant woman.”
“I’m definitely not pregnant yet.”
“What you mean yet?’ Kristen said with hands now folded.
“Kristen, I’m in love. I want to marry this man and have enough kids to start our own tribe,” Madison said with a big smile.
Kristen was now sitting on the leather easy chair with feet propped on the ottoman. She eyed Madison with great suspicion. “You’re in love, with the man that had you dressing like a Fifth Avenue Stepford Wife?” she smacked.
“Excuse me, what are you talking about?”
“The last time we met for lunch, you were dressed to the nines because you were meeting some mystery man. You couldn’t even focus on our conversation due to the circles this man had you going in. Is this the same man?”
“Yes, and we are blissfully happy. I’m no longer going in circles. We’re crazy about each other.”
“I don’t doubt that, but I still think he has you going in circles.”
“If you call being the happiest I’ve ever been and hoping that one day soon he’ll ask me to be his wife, then fine, I’ll admit it. Maurice Hunter has me going in circles.”
“Oh, so Maurice Hunter is the guilty party. Honestly, I’m thrilled for you. Somebody has finally tamed your pimp ass. So when will I meet your future husband?”
“Soon, I hope. He is extremely busy. He is more of a workaholic than me. Maybe after the holidays. We’re actually going to Miami to celebrate New Year’s.”
“Wow! Ever since I can remember, you always brought in the New Year popping bottles of champagne while dancing on top of the table with your celebrity clients. You are actually going to be with a significant other?”
“When I was a little girl, my father would always tell me how you bring in the New Year is what you’ll be doing for the rest of the year. I’m hoping to have Maurice by my side so wherever I am, he has to be with me. Whether that’s partying at a club or making love, we have to be together. I want to show you something,” Madison said as she walked back to her bedroom.
During her absence, Kristen took in the essence of the place and hoped that Madison would let her crash for a few days those times when she needed a break from the life of a wife and mother.
“Take a look,” Madison said, handing Kristen a picture of Maurice.
“Unbelievable—he is gorgeous, and those eyes. Now I understand why you’ve lost your mind. You sure he doesn’t have a brother I can have an affair with?”
“If only you were so lucky. No brothers, I don’t think. Actually he doesn’t even talk about his family that much. But we do talk about the family we’re going to have together.”
“Honey, I would talk about that for a few more years. Trying to make the baby would be the fun part by the looks of him. You have to be the luckiest girl I know. You’re finally ready to settle down, and you get a man with million-dollar looks and, from what you told me, million-dollar pockets. What else could you ask for?”
“A million-dollar dick, and he has that too,” she bragged. “You’re a mess. Does this man know what a mess he has on his hands? I definitely need to meet him so I can warn him of the theatrics that come along with Madison Monroe.”
“That’s all in the past. I prayed for God to bring me a wonderful man, and he did. I used to worry that I would grow old all alone while everyone else gushed over their children and grandchildren. Now that I have Maurice, all that has changed. I can finally exhale. I’m in love.”
“It seems as if you fell in love overnight,” Kristen said with skepticism.
“Listen, you’re talking to the biggest cynic in the world. But finding love has made me a believer that everyone has a soul mate in this world. Maurice is mine. My mother and father got married a month after they met. My dad said the moment he laid eyes on her, he knew she would be his wife. You can’t fight true love.”
“I know how happy you are, but just be careful. Sometimes things are just too good to be true.”
Whatever Kristen said fell on deaf ears. Madison was caught in a whole other world as she looked out her window overlooking Central Park. She watched in envy as the mothers pushed their babies in strollers and the toddlers held their mothers’ hands. That was the picture she visualized for her and Maurice. That was the life she knew her father would want for her.
GOOD MORNING, MS. Monroe,” her assistant Erica said in disbelief. Madison hadn’t come in all last week and had left her right-hand man in charge. The whole office was buzzing over what was going on in the business-sawy woman’s life, since everyone knew that Madison simply breathed her job. But Erica had her own ideas about what had her boss so occupied. Since the day that stunning man stepped in the office, Madison had been on New York’s Most Wanted. The man never gave his name, and of course Madison never shared her personal life, but Erica just knew he was the reason for the weeks of strange behavior. She couldn’t be mad at her boss, though, because the man she saw was beyond fine, and she had to admit she wouldn’t want to leave his side either.
“Good morning to you too, Erica. The holidays are fast approaching, so we have a lot of work to do. Friday will be my last day of work for 2005. You won’t see me again until the New Year, so I’m trying to tie up all the loose ends before my departure.”
“So what are you doing for the New Year, Ms. Monroe?” Erica asked, knowing her boss hated to be questioned.
“Are you being nosy?”
“Oh, no, Ms. Monroe, just curious, that’s all.”
“Well since I’m in such a good mood, I’ll share my plans with you. I’m going to bring in the New Year with my boyfriend, Maurice,” Madison said, and blushed.
“Are you talking about that drop-dead gorgeous man that came to your office a few weeks ago with flowers?” she asked, dying to have her suspicions confirmed.
A sly grin crossed Madison’s face, and she tilted her shades down to make eye contact with her assistant before answering her question. “Yes, my dear, every delicious piece of him is all mine.” Madison paraded into her office and closed her door.
Erica was about to pick up her phone and call all her friends and let them know that some man had finally melted the heart of her ice-cold boss when Madison popped her head out her office door.
“Next week when I’m off, you don’t have to come in. Just think of it as a paid vacation. We’ll include it in your Christmas bonus.” Before Erica could say thanks, Madison closed the door.
Erica gave a second thought to her phone call and reasoned that maybe her boss wasn’t so cold after all.
“Hi, Richard. I just got your message. How is everything?”
“What do you mean you just got my message? I left several. Where have you been?”
“I had to go out of town and handle some business. Is there a problem? I left someone who is extremely competent to oversee your account.” Madison was thumbing her pen on her notepad.
“The account is running smoothly, although I was under the impression you would personally be handling everything,” Richard said, with irritation sipping through the phone.
“I have a ton of clients, and all of them require my attention. My main objective is that all my clients are equally satisfied and unless there is some sort of complaint, then I don’t step in.”
“Are all your other clients paying you the kind of money I am?”
“You mean you’re paying my company, which you hired to do a job, and by your own admission it is running smoothly. Correct?”
“You can skip the business formalities because we both know what this is about. I haven’t seen you in over a month, and you no longer take my phone calls. Are you dissolving our personal relationship?”
“Business hours aren’t the time to discuss this. If you have a question relating to work, I’ll be more than happy to confer, but if that isn’t the case, then I need to get back to my other obligations.” Madison didn’t want to end her conversation with Richard on a bad note, but her frustration was building.
“You need to rethink what you’re saying. I would hate to take my business elsewhere due to your lack of professionalism.”
“No, you mean my lack of giving you a professional, Richard. You hired my company to handle your account because of our expertise. If you can’t keep your hard-on for me separate from our business relationship, then that sounds more like a breach of contract, which sounds like a dilemma my legal department would handle. I would hate to start the New Year with that sort of dark cloud over our heads, especially since I respect you so much. But don’t push me, because I also don’t take well to someone treating me as their personal paid-for whore. Use the holiday season to choose which path you want to take because your decision could be life altering. Have a Happy New Year.” Madison hung up the phone, disgusted. It was always so easy to mix business with pleasure when she was single. Now that she was content with a monogamous relationship, her past conquests wanted to act as if they owned her and she was obligated to perform all sexual services. Madison decided that one of the projects she would tackle when she got back from Miami was locking down a couple of other huge accounts just in case she decided to give Richard the boot. Madison was jotting down prospective clients when Erica buzzed in.
“Ms. Monroe, it’s Reese Alexander, do you want to take the call?”
“Yes, put it through,” she said, feeling the need to cut off all dead weight. “Hi, Reese. How are you?”
“Missing you. What happened? I thought we had a lot of chemistry, and then you just stop taking my calls,” Reese said, sounding baffled.
“I’ve been swamped with work.”
“I tell you what. Let’s have dinner tonight so I can give you your Christmas present.”
“That’s sweet, but I can’t.”
“Why not?”
“Reese, I’m in a relationship now, and I’m very happy.”
“So what—I’m in a relationship too.”
Madison had to take the phone away from her ear and stare at the receiver for a second. “Let me rephrase this: I’m in a committed relationship.”
“Oh, I guess that means you aren’t supposed to have sex with other people.”
“Something like that,” she said mockingly.
“I guess that explains why you haven’t been returning my phone calls. I hope your new man ain’t Mehki Phifer—you know that’s my competition,” Reese said, sounding more ego-broken than heartbroken.
“No, you can rest easy. It isn’t him,” Madison said reassuringly. “Oh, well then, who is it?” he asked, as if he and Mehki were the only two men on earth worth dating.
“You don’t know him, but I assure you he’s definitely not an actor. Actually, he isn’t in the business at all,” she said, thinking to herself, Praise the Lord.
“Well, I don’t know why you want to give me up for some regular cat, but to each his own. I like you though, Madison. If you change your mind, I’m just a phone call away.”
“I’ll keep that in mind. Have a Happy New Year, Reese.” This was becoming more rewarding than Madison anticipated. Freeing herself from the clutches of such pompous assholes was liberating. She couldn’t believe that she, too, used to be one of those assholes that she now detested.
After absorbing her last two conversations, Madison was once again ready to dive into work. She spent the next few hours working hands-on with her top two executives, filtering through all the current accounts and the ones that would start in January 2005. By the end of the day, all she wanted to do was take a long hot bath and snuggle up with Maurice.
__________
 
AS THE CAB was pulling up to Madison’s apartment building, a tall, attractive, fair-skinned woman with short black hair caught her eye. Primarily because Maurice was escorting her into the building, Madison hurriedly paid the driver trying to catch up to him. Madison grabbed her purse and sprinted toward the door. Both the doorman and concierge greeted her with their standard hello, but Madison’s mind was on a one-track path to reach Maurice. She saw the pair step into the elevator, but before she could reach them, the doors closed in her face. She wondered if Maurice knew she was on his tail, but he didn’t seem to make any sort of eye or body contact to reflect that.
Both the other elevators were still on the top floors, and Madison’s patience wouldn’t allow her to wait. She ogled the door that led to the stairs and decided that was her only option. Jealousy and insecurity had now taken over her entire mind. She honestly believed that she could beat Maurice to the penthouse floor and confront him about the woman he was with. By the time she reached the halfway mark up the stairs, a small ounce of common sense kicked in, and she took off her three-inch heels and finished her dash upstairs, as if competing in the Olympics—for what division, she had no idea. The weight of her coat had sweat trickling down her face. She unbuttoned her shirt, hoping to cool down, but in vain. When she reached Maurice’s floor, there would be no surprise bumping into him. Too much time had passed, and she knew he was now chilling with his lady friend.
Instead of going back downstairs to her apartment and pulling it together before confronting Maurice, Madison knocked on the door. She was disheveled and breathing hard, but that all seemed irrelevant to her neurotic mind. After knocking for a few seconds, she began banging.
When Maurice finally opened the door, he was mystified by the sight of her. Madison was standing barefoot with her heels in one hand, shirt halfway open, coat tossed on the floor and a sweat-drenched face and chest. To say she looked beat would be an understatement. “Madison, what are you doing here?” Maurice asked with obvious guilt.
Madison was so exhausted from her stair marathon that she wasn’t sure if she had enough strength to endure the bad news that was waiting behind the door. “Can I come in?” Madison said, hoping Maurice would invite her in with open arms and the woman she saw was just a nobody.
“Can I call you later? It’s not a good time right now,” Maurice said, blocking the door entrance.
“No, you can’t. I need to speak to you now, Maurice.” Madison could tell Maurice was debating in his mind what to do.
Before he could decide, the decision was made for him. “Maurice, is there a problem?” the fair-skinned woman asked as she locked eyes with Madison. Madison swallowed hard, determined to hold back the tears that were developing.
“No. This is Madison Monroe, the woman I told you about.”
“Nice to meet you, Madison,” the woman said, extending her arm to shake Madison’s hand. “My name is Vanessa.”
“Vanessa, that’s interesting, Maurice has never mentioned you. Why is that, Maurice?” Both women stood eyeing Maurice, waiting for his reply.
“Madison, this is my ex-wife,” he admitted reluctantly.
“Actually we’re separated,” Vanessa said, interrupting Maurice.
In her gut, Madison knew the news would be bad, but never this devastating. “Maurice, you’re married?” she said, stunned.
“Madison, I can explain.”
“Well then, explain.”
“Not right now. I need to speak to Vanessa, but I promise I’ll call you later and explain everything.”
“Madison, I know this must be awkward, and I apologize,” Vanessa said in an almost mocking tone.”
Madison turned and ran away before the tears she could no longer hold back flooded her face.
“You can close the door now,” Vanessa said as Maurice stood in the hallway after Madison disappeared.
“Was that really necessary, Vanessa?”
“Which part? Introducing myself or letting your sexual fling know that you’re married?”
Maurice finally closed the door and went to the bar and poured himself a drink. The look of despair in Madison’s eyes was eating him up. “Madison isn’t a sexual fling for me. I love her very much.”
“How can you love her when you’re still in love with me?” Vanessa said confidently.
“Whether I’m in love with you or not is irrelevant. After what you did to me, our relationship can never be what it was.”
“I made a mistake. I can admit that.”
“I call what you did a little bit more than a mistake. You walked out on me almost three years ago because you said you were in love with my best friend. I lost the two people who were the closest to me in the same day. The only explanation you could give me was that things happen. I haven’t heard from you, and now you show up as if you never left my life.”
“Baby, I’m so sorry. My relationship with Kenny was wrong. I know that I hurt you, and I’ll never forgive myself. At the time, you were so focused on your career, and you had no time for me. I became lonely, and Kenny was there to comfort me, but I never stopped loving you, Maurice. You never signed the divorce papers, so I have to believe that you still love me too.” Vanessa was now face-to-face with Maurice, staring into his glassy hazel eyes. She didn’t know if the trace of tears in his eyes was because he was still in love with her and was happy to see her or because of how distraught Madison was when she left. It didn’t matter to her; Vanessa wanted her husband back.
The moment Madison stepped in her loft, she fell on the couch and continued to let the tears flow. The excruciating pain in her heart was the pain she promised herself no man would ever make her feel. She was almost thirty and had avoided it, but then Maurice Hunter came into her life and changed all that in just a matter of months. Madison felt as if she couldn’t breathe. She wanted the feeling to end and prayed that at any moment Maurice would be banging at her door, telling her she was the only woman for him and how much he loved her. That knock never came, so out of desperation and devastation, she picked up the phone and called Eric.
“Hello,” Eric’s mellow voice said.
“Hi, Eric. It’s me, Madison.”
“How are you?” he asked, surprised but happy to hear her voice. “I’m doing good. I missed you and was hoping you would come by to see me.”
“I miss you too. I would love that. Give me your address, and I’m on my way.”
Madison knew running into Eric’s arms would ease her pain only momentarily, but something was better than nothing. By the time Eric arrived, Madison had showered, slipped into something comfortable, and had two glasses of wine. She was much more relaxed, but Maurice was still heavy on her mind. Without a second thought, when Madison opened the door, she grabbed Eric and began kissing him passionately and taking off his clothes.
“Damn, baby, I missed you too, but can we at least close the door?” Eric said, feeling overwhelmed by Madison’s aggressiveness. Madison shut the door and continued without saying a word. Madison’s intensity was now making Eric even more aroused. “Which way is the bedroom?” he asked between heated kisses. Madison pointed in the direction as Eric lifted her up and carried her to her bedroom, where they made love.
Early the next morning, Madison heard a knocking at her front door. She slowly opened her eyes and was surprised to see Eric asleep next to her. She wondered what lie he would tell his wife to explain why he didn’t come home last night. Madison grabbed her bathrobe as the knocking became louder. “Just a minute!” she screamed, trying to fix her hair and tie her robe. Her eyes bulged when she saw Maurice standing there. He brushed right past her without even asking to come in. After the fiasco Maurice put her through yesterday, she didn’t owe him anything, but she still didn’t want him to know she slept with Eric last night.
Madison hoped she could get Maurice to leave without him finding out. “Maurice, it’s a little early, can we talk after I’ve pulled it together?” she said nervously.
“This can’t wait. I’m so sorry about yesterday. There were a lot of things I had to discuss with Vanessa. I didn’t feel it was appropriate for me to talk to you until I did so.”
Madison was anxious to hear what Maurice had to say, but she kept looking at her bedroom door, praying Eric would stay asleep. “So you didn’t feel it was appropriate to let me know you were married?”
“Madison, I know I should’ve, but everything between us happened so fast. I wasn’t expecting to fall so hard for you.”
“Maurice, this is all so confusing to me. We were practically living together, and I had no clue about Vanessa.”
“Vanessa is a very sensitive subject for me. I thought Vanessa was the woman I would spend the rest of my life with. But about three years ago, it all changed. She left me for my best friend, Kenny, who was also my best man at our wedding. She ripped my heart out the day she left me. That’s why I was so cold toward you in the beginning. You were the first woman that actually made me feel alive again, and it scared me. I didn’t want to give you the opportunity to hurt me the way Vanessa had.”
“Maurice, I had no idea that you’d been hurt so bad. So why is Vanessa back in your life?”
“A few months ago her relationship with Kenny ended. She claims it was because she never stopped loving me. Vanessa wants us to try again. She believes that since I never signed our divorce papers that meant I was holding on, hoping she would come back to me.”
“Is that the case?” Madison asked, not sure if she wanted to hear his answer.
“Maybe subconsciously it was. No woman seemed to compare to Vanessa. I thought her absence would forever leave a void in my heart—that is, until I met you. When I saw the pain in your eyes when you saw Vanessa, it killed me. I wanted to crawl into a dark corner because I was so full of shame. You didn’t deserve that.”
“So what are you telling me, Maurice?”
“I don’t want to be with Vanessa. I want to be with you.” Maurice walked toward Madison to embrace the woman he loved.
Madison felt guilt encompassing her body. Instead of believing in the love that she shared with Maurice, she went and found refuge with Eric. Someone she felt absolutely nothing for. As Maurice held her tightly, she said, “Baby, I’m so happy you want us to be together. I have someplace I have to be in an hour. I need to get dressed, but can we continue where we left off when I get back?”
“No doubt, just give me a long kiss good-bye.” Feeling the touch of Maurice’s lips made any doubt of how he felt about her vanish. They were meant to be.
“Excuse me, am I interrupting something?” Eric said with a devious smile on his face. Maurice and Madison both looked at him, and then Maurice untangled himself from Madison’s embrace.
“Who is he?” Maurice asked with anger brewing in his eyes.
“I’m Eric Chambers. Madison and I go way back.”
The color in Madison’s face instantly paled. “Maurice, I can explain.”
“It seems there has been an endless amount of explaining between us in less than twenty-four hours,” he said with great disdain.
“I was ravaged when I left your place yesterday. If only you would have clarified everything for me, I never would have turned to Eric to numb my pain. I prayed you would come knocking at my door, admitting your undying love for me, but it never happened. I truly believed it was over between us.”
“Well, now it is,” Maurice said, turning to walk away.
“Wait. Please don’t walk out that door. I love you.”
“You love me so much that you waited all of—what—two hours before you had sex with another man. That’s some type of love, Madison.”
The tears once again began to flow, and Madison was now sick of herself for crying more in the last day than she had in her entire life. “I do love you. But the same fear you had, well, so did 1.1 felt deceived when Vanessa said she was your wife. I was visibly shaken when I left you, but you didn’t come to comfort me. Instead you stayed with Vanessa. How do you think that affected me? Yes, it was immature to jump into bed with Eric, but I’m not perfect. Just like I’ve forgiven you, I’m asking you to do the same.” Maurice looked at Madison for a second as if he was about to respond, but then he glared at Eric and walked out the door. Madison ran to the door and pressed her body against it as if holding on to Maurice. She put her hand on the doorknob, waiting for any sort of indication he’d came back.
“He’s not coming back, Madison,” Eric said, now feeling somewhat bad for causing the blowup.
“Why did you have to come out the bedroom?” Madison screamed.
Eric put his head down and shook it before answering. “I was jealous. I stood by the door listening to your conversation, and it bothered me that you obviously had strong feelings for this man. I didn’t want there to be some happy ending and the two of you ride off in the sunset. I’m ashamed to admit that, but it’s true.”
“Why? You’re married, for heaven’s sake! We could never be together. Why wouldn’t you want me to be happy with someone who truly cares about me?”
“I care about you too. This side that you revealed to Maurice—I never knew it existed. You always seemed more driven than compassionate. It hurt that you never expressed those kind of emotions for me. What can I say, I’m greedy.”
“I hope you’re satisfied, Eric, because you just ruined the best thing that ever happened to me.”
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Christmas finally arrived, and Madison was still depressed. She thought this holiday season would be different, but instead she fell into her normal routine, which consisted of sleeping late, having something to eat, opening the presents she received from friends who primarily consisted of her clients, then all the other gifts, which were to Madison from Madison. After trying on all the stuff she got for herself, she then ate some more, had a couple glasses of wine, and went back to sleep. It had basically become a Christmas ritual, and this Saturday morning was no different. Instead of waking up beside the love of her life and sharing Christmas with him, she was once again alone.
After downing her third mimosa, Madison was feeling relaxed. She turned on her favorite Whitney Houston Christmas CD and admired the twelve-foot Christmas tree that she and Maurice decorated before the breakup. She couldn’t help but reminisce about the beautiful Christmases she shared with her mother and father so many years ago. First thing in the morning, Madison would jump in the bed with her parents and scream, “Merry Christmas!” She would then run down the stairs and rip into her presents. Her father would always have his camcorder handy to capture the moment. Each Christmas they would look at the tape from the prior year. After having a huge dinner, they would sing Christmas carols around the fireplace. Those were the best memories in Madison’s life. She had counted on creating happier ones with Maurice, but that all seemed like wishful thinking now. As Madison pondered what could’ve been, she closed her eyes and slept the rest of her Christmas away.
Madison’s phone rang early the next morning, waking her from yet another dream about Maurice. “Hello.”
“Girl, I know you not still sleep. Wake up—you know we always meet the day after Christmas for brunch and to exchange gifts,” Kristen said.
“I didn’t forget our same place, same time.”
“Okay, so I’ll see you soon.”
Madison hung up the phone and was looking forward to seeing Kristen. Her friend’s bubbly personality always cheered her up. After taking a shower and getting dressed, Madison picked up Kristen’s Christmas present and headed out the door.
When the elevator door opened, she was greeted by the beaming Vanessa. “Good morning, Madison. It’s so nice to see you.” It was clear why Maurice hadn’t bothered to call her. He was too busy being comforted by his wife.
“Excuse me, Vanessa. I’m in a hurry.”
Vanessa gestured to the stranger getting on the elevator that he could go up without her. Her priority was having a conversation with Madison. “Wait a minute. I think we need to talk,” Vanessa said as Madison was walking away.
“I don’t think we have anything to talk about.”
“Well then, I’ll talk, you listen. I want to thank you for running into the arms of another man. Your indiscretion made Maurice realize that I’m the only woman for him.”
“I doubt a woman that would leave her husband for his best friend is suitable for anybody.”
“That was a mistake, which Maurice has forgiven me for. He obviously doesn’t love you enough to forgive your mistake. We’re now extremely happy together.”
“Well then, I guess he ended up with the right woman. Congratulations, I hope you and Maurice live happily ever after.” Madison hurried off, not seeing Maurice step off the elevator.
“Was that Madison who just walked off?” Maurice asked.
“Yes. She was in a hurry.”
“Did you talk to her?”
“Briefly.”
“What did she say?” he asked, secretly hoping that she asked about him.
“She just said that we belonged together, and hoped we would continue to make each other happy.”
Maurice thought that he made a mistake not forgiving Madison, because he knew her actions were done out of pain not because she had feelings for the other man. But since she hadn’t reached out to him, he rationalized it was now too late for them.
I KNOW I’M running late, but I’ll be right there,” Madison said after Kristen called for the third time.
“Girl, you need to hurry up, you know I be on a schedule,” Kristen barked.
“Give me ten minutes,” Madison said, knowing it would take her twenty. The cab stopped in front of the Cafeteria, and she knew Kristin would be pissed. She was actually thirty minutes late, but Madison hoped she would love her Christmas gift so much, she would forgive her. Madison spotted Kristen at the bar in the art deco restaurant. “Hi, can you seat us? My girlfriend is at the bar,” she told the host.
“No problem. Follow me, and I’ll tell your friend where you’re seated.”
“Thanks so much. By the way, can you bring me a Malibu and pineapple?”
“Will do,” he replied. Madison took Kristen’s present out her shopping bags so she could shove it in her face before she started bitching.
“If it wasn’t for the fact that I have a buzz from drinking these chocolate martinis, I would be ready to cuss you out,” Kristin spat.
“Well, maybe this will cheer you up,” she said, handing Kristen her present. Kristen then handed Madison her present. “I’ll open it when I get home,” Madison said putting the box in her shopping bag.
“That’s your prerogative, but I’m opening my present now.” Kristen tore off the paper to the neatly wrapped present. “Bitch, I know you didn’t give me a motherfucking Chopard watch? No you didn’t. Girl, I saw this watch in one of my magazines. It’s from the Happy Snowflake collection.” Kristen salivated over the steel and eighteen karat white gold bezel watch. There were sprinkling snowflakes drawn on the white dial around three mobile diamonds.
“I knew you would love it,” Madison said, happy to bring a smile to her best friend’s face.
“Who wouldn’t love it? I feel terrible though, because my little gift cost less than the strap on this watch.”
“It doesn’t matter. I wasn’t even expecting anything. Besides, not only am I a trust fund baby, but I also have a pretty successful business.”
“As opposed to my stay-at-home-mom salary,” she said.
“Kristen, being a mother is the hardest job in the world. This watch doesn’t come close to reflecting what you truly deserve. I’m just happy to have you as a best friend.”
“I don’t mean to put a damper on our joyous occasion, but have you heard from Maurice?”
“Nope. I did run into Vanessa, and she said they are very happy together.”
“I’m sorry, Madison.”
“Don’t be. It’s not your fault that I’m such a screwup. Why did I have to call Eric for comfort? I should’ve eaten a whole carton of super-fattening ice cream like most depressed women do.”
“You were devastated. My goodness, you just found out the man was married. That was a tough pill to swallow.”
“I know, but if I had just waited and heard his explanation, everything would be so different right now. I can’t dwell on the what-ifs. Maurice has moved on. Now it’s time for me to do the same.”
“That sounds like a plan to me. We can start with New Year’s Eve. The baby will be with my parents, and Kevin already has plans with his friends. We can ring in the New Year at one of those fabulous star-studded parties you’re always invited to.”
“I have a better idea. Originally I was supposed to go to Miami with Maurice. I have a few invites for some really hot parties we can go to instead, my treat, of course. Why should I let Maurice breaking my heart wreak havoc on celebrating the New Year?”
“That’s my girl. This will be like old times, when I was single and we ripped the streets together. Wait until I tell Kevin—he is going to be so jealous. Girl, let me go—I have so much to do,” Kristen said as she grabbed her purse and watch.
“We haven’t even ordered our food!”
“Fuck eating, I have to get into my bikini anyway. I’m not about to trash all the hard work I’ve been doing these last few months. I’m going to kill them in Miami.” Kristen sprinted out of the restaurant, thrilled. Madison decided this was just what she needed to take her mind off Maurice.



5
 
Madison and Kristen arrived in Miami, ready for a fun-filled weekend. Their car service pulled up to the Shore Club, and they immediately made themselves at home in their bungalow. Kristen pulled out her bathing suit, excited about showing off her new svelte figure. Kristen wasn’t quite at her prepregnancy weight, but she only had seven more pounds to go. “I’ll see you by the pool,” Kristen said, grabbing her shades and a couple of magazines.
“You are not playing. I mean, we just walked through the door.”
“How often do you think I get an all-expense-paid trip to Miami? Never! I’m not wasting a minute. I’m about to lounge at the pool with a couple of those exotic drinks and pretend I’m Halle Berry herself. Now, excuse me—it’s time to put my Hollywood face on.” Kristen slipped her shades on and headed out the door for the pool.
“By the way, you look fabulous, Kristen,” Madison yelled, wanting to compliment her friend. Madison was happy one of them was pleased to be in Miami. Even with the change in scenery and the beautiful weather, Madison’s mind continued to drift, wondering what Maurice was doing.
Back in New York, Maurice and Vanessa were planning for their own Miami getaway. Their flight was leaving in a couple of hours, and Vanessa was packing up her last bag. She felt this vacation was just the sort of escape the two of them needed to start rebuilding their relationship. Maurice had not been himself since she came back in his life. She knew things weren’t going to get back to normal overnight, but after they made love, she thought they would at least get somewhat closer. Vanessa had to find a way to break down the wall that Maurice had up, and this trip to Miami was guaranteed to do the trick.
“Baby, is that you?” Vanessa called out when she heard the front door open.
“Yes, it’s me,” Maurice answered.
“Baby, look at this sexy negligee I picked out for our trip.” Vanessa held up a short red-lace outfit that Maurice imagined Madison in when he laid eyes on it.
“That’s lovely,” he said casually.
“Wait until you see me in it. Then you’ll see just how lovely it is. This may be the outfit we make a baby in.”
“What did you say?” Maurice said, taken aback with the word baby.
“You heard me. Don’t you think it’s time for us to start a family? I would love to have a little Maurice running around here. This trip would be a perfect time to make that happen.”
“Vanessa, we need to talk.”
“We better wait until we get in the car—we don’t want to miss our flight.”
“That’s what I need to talk to you about. There’s been a change in plans.”
“What, we’re taking a later flight?”
“No. You’re not going.”
“I don’t understand,” Vanessa said, sounding perplexed. “Vanessa, I don’t love you. You coming back in my life was the best thing that ever happened to me. I realized that I’m not in love with you. Whatever we had is long gone. Seeing you and being with you again has brought our relationship full circle. We’ve had our last dance. Here take this,” Maurice said, handing a stunned Vanessa some papers.
“What is this?”
“Our divorce papers. I finally signed them. My lawyer has drafted a wonderful settlement for you, much more than you de-serve. But it’s worth it to get you out of my life.”
“You haven’t even given us a chance to make this work.”
“I don’t want it to work. I’m in love with another woman. I should’ve never let her go. You messed up my life once before, and I almost let you do it again. I’m praying that it isn’t too late and Madison will take me back.”
“You can’t seriously be going back to her. You think I broke your heart? That woman will eat you up and spit you out.”
“No, she won’t. Unlike you, she has a heart. All she ever wanted was to find true love, and she believed she found that with me. Then due to my own insecurities I tarnished that for her. Madison has more depth than any woman I’ve ever met. She’s just misunderstood, and the one person she thought she could trust hurt her the most.”
“That all sounds very therapeutic, but she’ll never take you back.”
“Not if I continue to stand here discussing it with you. Now, excuse me—I have a plane to catch. Please be gone by the time I get back.” Maurice felt like a heavy weight had been lifted off his shoulders. Now all he had to do was get the woman he loved back.
BACK IN MIAMI, Madison and Kristen were dressed and ready to party. Madison was a vision of heaven in an optical white asymmetrical gown with a gold dragon brooch. The high-heel ankle strap shoes in gold leather brought the whole ensemble together. With her hair long and flowing, she was reminiscent of a Greek goddess. “How do I look?” she asked Kristen.
“Bitch you know you off the hook, the question is how do I look?” Kristen twirled around in her black halter dress that accentuated her shapely figure.
“Divine, it’s time to party!” The ladies gave each other a high-five and left. The limo turned the corner to Washington Avenue, and the crowd was overflooding the entire street. Mansion was the hottest club in South Beach, but the way the street was packed, you would’ve thought it was the only one. The art deco space was widely regarded as the crown jewel of local nightlife. When Madison and Kristen stepped out of the limo they went to the side door, where all the celebrities and VIP members entered.
“That was simple,” Kristen said in amazement.
“You know how I roll, and standing in line is a no-no,” Madison said as they made their way to the table in the VIP section. Although the club featured four different rooms, there was only one room that interested Madison. It was already crowded, and champagne bottles were popping. It seemed that the crowd she partied with in L.A. and New York were all in this very spot. Jay-Z and Beyonce were holding court, Lindsay Lohan and her crew were on the verge of dancing on the tables. The rappers and their ever-expanding posses were making their way through. Britney Spears and Kevin Federline were even cuddled in a corner. Madison could tell Kristen was already getting giddy from getting a close view of all the celebrities. No matter how many celebrity parties Madison took Kristen to, she always acted as if it were her first time. After speaking and giving industry kisses to a few people, they finally sat at their table and got comfortable.
“This place is jam-packed,” Kristen said.
“Yeah, and it’s only going to get more crowded. That’s why I’m glad we’re in the VIP section.” When “Lighter’s Up” by Lil’ Kim came on, Madison and Kristen stood up and started dancing to the blazing track. Song after song, the ladies continued to get their groove on. When Madison eyed her watch, she realized that in a few minutes they would begin counting down to the New Year.
“Attention everybody,” the DJ yelled to the crowd. “It is eleven fifty-eight, and it’s almost time to ring in the New Year. Everybody fill up your glass with the bubbly or go to the bar and get a drink. It’s that time.”
Madison and Kristen had their glass filled and counted down with everyone else, “Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one! Happy New Year!” The pair gulped down their champagne and then hugged intensely. “This is the best New Year ever,” Kristen said with a wide smile. After another couple of hours of Madison and Kristen dancing the night away, the two exited the club and headed back to their hotel.
“This was such an amazing night. Thank you for taking my mind off a really painful time,” Madison said, giving Kristen a hug as the two walked toward their bungalow.
“If you give me the chance, maybe I can make the pain go away too,” Maurice said, and both women turned toward him.
“You have a lot of nerve showing up here after the way you treated Madison,” Kristen said, coming to the defense of her friend.
“Thanks, but I can handle this,” Madison said, trying to calm Kristen down. Kristen stood by Madison’s side, not budging, curious to hear what Maurice had to say.
“Maurice, what are you doing here, and how did you find out where I was?”
“After I begged your assistant, she told me. I’m here to plead for you to take me back. I know it seems like I keep taking you on a roller-coaster ride, but I can finally say that I’m ready.”
“What about Vanessa? I thought you were happy together.”
“It’s over between me and Vanessa. It actually never started. You had my heart the whole time. When I caught you with that man, my pride and ego were hurt. I know that I was sending you mixed messages, and I blame myself for you turning to him. I want us to put our past behind us and start this New Year with a clean slate.”
“But you’re still married. I’ve done the married-man thing before, and I don’t want to live my life like that. It’s not fulfilling.”
“I don’t want you to live your life like that either. That’s why I signed the divorce papers. Here, I brought a copy so you could see for yourself.” Maurice handed Madison the papers, and Kristen gave them a meticulous look-over.
“Damn, M and M, this looks like the real deal,” Kristen said, astounded by the turn of events.
“It is the real deal. Madison, I’m so in love with you. I know in my heart that you’re the only woman for me. Please come with me so I can show you just how much I love you.” By this time, tears were welling up in Kristen’s eyes.
“Girl, I think he really love you,” Kristen said, nodding her head. “I do, more than I ever thought possible.”
“Here, Kristen.” Madison handed her the key to the room. “I’ll call you later.” The two friends hugged each other tightly.
“You’re doing the right thing. I think God has finally answered your prayers.” Maurice grabbed Madison’s hand, and they got into his waiting limo.
When the limo pulled up to Bentley Bay, a brand-new luxury condominium overlooking Biscayne Bay and downtown Miami from South Beach, Madison thought it was breathtaking. “This place is beautiful.”
“Wait till you see the magnificent porte cochere featuring a water cascade and a panoramic view of Star Island,” Maurice said, glancing at the twin tower building. They took the elevator up to the twenty-fourth floor, and Madison was amazed that there were only three to four condominiums per floor. She gasped when they entered the condo and it was surrounded with huge windows. The spectacular 180-degree views of beautiful Port of Miami and the Atlantic Ocean were awe-inspiring. Maurice had the entire decor in crisp white; it seemed as though they were floating on clouds.
It was now three in the morning, but Maurice took her outside, where a candlelit dinner awaited them. They then took a leisurely walk down the beach, and Madison was mesmerized by how the moonlit sky highlighted the turquoise water. The canoodling pair drank champagne with chocolate-covered strawberries after finding a private spot on the beach. Before long, Madison was lying on the sand, and Maurice had one hand sliding up her silky smooth thigh. He removed her silk panties and pulled down his drawstring linen pants before entering his beach princess. Her insides were as warm as the sand underneath them. Her moistness had him feeling as if he were floating in balmy water. Madison was his heavenly haven, and for that moment it seemed like they were the only two people in the world.
When they got inside, Maurice told Madison to wait a minute while he went upstairs. He then went back downstairs and carried her to the bathroom. He placed Madison in the tub, which was carved from a block of Italian marble. Maurice drenched her skin and she closed her eyes and put her head back as Maurice’s hands explored her body. The sizzling water was making her body perspire, and as Maurice lathered her, his fingers found their way to her wet pussy. As he hit her hot spot, she began moaning with pleasure. Maurice stroking her, eventually brought her to a climax. Madison lay still as Maurice scanned her round ample breasts, toned abs and sexy belly button, and long sculpted legs. His initial reaction was to make love to her right then, but instead he carried her out of the tub and tucked her in the canopy bed.
“I have something for you, Madison.”
“There’s more? You’ve already made this evening so spectacular.”
“Hopefully this will be the finishing touch,” Maurice said, handing Madison a small Neil Lane box. She was in total awe. The sparkler was a platinum Edwardian band with three large antique-cut diamonds and lots of little diamonds decorating the ornate setting. Madison’s hands were shaking as she stared at the vintage-style ring. “You know they say a three-stone ring represents past, present, and future. I’m hoping that is what our lives will reflect,” Maurice said as he got on bended knee. “Madison Monroe, will you marry me?”
Madison couldn’t hold back her tears. They were flowing down her cheeks. “Of course I’ll marry you. You’re the best thing that has ever happened to me. I never knew how wonderful love could be until I fell in love with you. I don’t have a life without you,” Madison declared.
The two embraced, and then Maurice slowly touched her gently as if they were making love for the very first time.
Maurice entered her, and Madison gave a deep sigh. She knew taking him back was the right decision. When their bodies were intertwined and all of him was inside her, that was the only time Madison felt completely satisfied.
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The only things in my life that ever meant anything to me are my high-breed cocker spaniel and you.” Leonard smiled as he brought his crystal wineglass to his lips. He shifted his shoulder to the right and smiled smugly. “I love you.”
Alexis gulped down her ‘96 Veuve Clicquot like it was grape juice. “Thank you.”
Leonard let the glass dangle from his fingertips. “Thank you?”
“Yes, thank you.”
“A handsome, rich brother with no kids and a six-figure income just told you he loves you. And all you say is thank you?”
Alexis sucked her lips in to hide her smile. She wished she had her five-hundred-dollar Canon digital on her. The look on Leonard’s face was enough to charge advertisers for.
“What else should I say?” she asked, slipping the crisp, white napkin off her lap. “To love someone is a wonderful experience that most people want to experience in a real way. So, I am thankful to be part of that for you.”
Leonard hissed and waved down the waiter for the check. “You know, all you black bitches are the same. Then when we have an Asian or white woman on our arm, y’all all ready to take us serious. You really got issues.”
“I tend to believe that a forty-two-year-old man who still lives with his mama is someone with deeper issues. No six-figure-income, two-house-superman, brother-Internet profile can hide that,” Alexis said as she smacked down several twenties to pay for her meal. She didn’t want to have any more attachments to him.
Leonard’s light-skinned face turned pink. “I’m saving for my dream home. There are too many women who would understand that.”
“What are you saving for—Xanadu? It’s been forty-two years. Twenty years after college. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were a mama’s boy!”
“A mama’s boy? Are you outta your mind? I’m VP of Investment Marketing at my firm. And I’m not going to sit here and be disrespected.”
“Neither am I. You’ve been stringing this relationship along for four years, and frankly, I’m tired.”
“Like I said, I’ll have no problem finding someone else.”
“So does that mean you don’t love me anymore?” Alexis smiled coolly, stood up, and slammed her chair in.
Leonard’s face was frozen cold as he stared at the heels of Alexis’s Jimmy Choo stilettos marching out of that Park Avenue restaurant. She knew he’d be calling back. But this time she was through dating unavailable men like Leonard. They were married to their jobs, to themselves, or to their mamas. When she reached her Fifth Avenue penthouse, Leonard had called several times with apologies. She erased the messages one by one.
AT TWENTY-NINE, ALEXIS had had her share of BMWs—Black Men Working—all successful brothers, gainfully employed, like Leonard. They made Alexis feel like just because they finished college and got a 401(k) plan that she should be blessed by their presence. But she wasn’t an everyday woman willing to do somersaults for superior health insurance. She came from a good background, too. And if she called these men BMWs, then she was a Bentley. Not advertised on every street corner or easily affordable, and hard to get, just like her. She was raised on the Upper West Side by her father, who was the president of one of the world’s largest nonprofits. Her mother, who divorced her father when Alexis was two, lived on the Upper East Side, and worked as an art gallery curator in Harlem. Alexis went to private schools in the city and was dining at the 21 Club at age four. Her studies took her from Manhattan’s elite institutions to the Sorbonne in Paris, where she spent a summer studying her love for art and fashion.
She spent most of her time lunching with friends and agonizing over that big day when she can finally get out of the dating game—or dating suicide, as she likes to call it. She’d learned that good and quality aren’t always synonymous.
Sitting on her eggshell-colored pima cotton bedsheets, Alexis wondered where she had gone wrong. Why she had lowered her standards to let a man like Leonard waste four years of valuable time or why she even stayed with him in the first place. She wasn’t that attracted to him, though she tried to be. There was just nothing romantic about dating a man who lives with his mama and still expects her to wash his dirty drawers. Here she was, sampling the hottest dating pool of black men in New York City, and she still couldn’t find a man. She hadn’t had a real boyfriend since college. Daxton loved the ground she walked on, but unfortunately, she didn’t feel the same back then. She always had her eyes turned toward greener pastures—which in Daxton’s case meant five inches taller and fifty pounds lighter.
The sound of the phone ringing jolted her out of her daydream.
“Honey, it’s Friday night. Ain’t you supposed to be chillin’ with Leonard in his mama’s living room?” Diedre chuckled on the other end.
“Leonard is old news. I am tired of being in a relationship with him and his mama,” Alexis said.
“Didn’t you break up last month about the same thing?”
“Yes, and I realized I am wasting my best years waiting for that fool to get off his mama’s titty. He’s talked about saving for a house, but has a leased eighty-thousand-dollar Benz. He is not serious about his future like I am. And he had the nerve to tell me he won’t have a hard time finding someone else.” Alexis walked into the kitchen and fixed herself a glass of Coke and a shot of tequila.
“He’s probably right. I don’t know what it is about us black women, but we sure make these men feel like we come a dime a dozen,” Diedre said. “Thank God I don’t have to deal with all that drama.”
“Please, don’t start acting like you are exempt from all this. You’ve have your share,” Alexis said with a smirk, recalling all of Diedre’s broken hearts.
“Well, my man Prince is just so different. Plus, he cherishes me. From where he comes from, women like me don’t come a dime a dozen. He got his nose wide open,” Diedre bragged.
Alexis listened intently as she played with her pearls.
“Besides, Leonard is too dull for you. You need a man with a little excitement like Prince, but he’s mine, of course,” Diedre said in a proud manner. “But I have met the girlfriends of some of his boys, and they are very happy with their man. Even the girls that get cussed out or cheated on. It’s like once a thug or street brother lay the thing on you, they leave you sucking your thumb like a three-year-old.”
Alexis sighed at her lackluster sex life for the last year with Leonard. “I rather be sucking on something else, if it’s that good,” she said.
“I’m telling you. Once you go street, you start dressing and walking all different,” Diedre said.
“Is that why you bought that loud lime green coochie cutter short set? Gold chain around the waist?”
“Let’s just say that is just one thing. You should check out my new wardrobe and panties. And my pussy literally feels different. It’s more moist. I feel like I can do a full split at the drop of a hat.”
“Okay, okay. Enough said. Now where do you find these guys?”
“It’s not like they are all in one place, honey. They are in the boardrooms, on construction sites, the police department, fire houses, street corners, and in front of the bodegas. I’m talkin’ about a certain mentality. A gritty, knock ’em out, hustler’s mentality. An ‘I don’t care if my shit stank’ kind of attitude. A kind of man that’ll make you suck his dick in your mama’s house.” Diedre sighed. “It’s just hard to explain.”
Alexis raised her eyebrows at Diedre’s breakdown. “I think you explained it well enough. But aren’t they dangerous?”
“Uhm, it depends. In the bed, it’s pain before pleasure. Good pain. I get called every kind of nasty name I’ve fantasized being called. And I love it.”
“Well, I don’t want nobody messing up my credit. I have to think about things like that.” Alexis twirled the phone cord around her fingers. She was more intrigued than she sounded.
“You have so much money, you don’t even need any credit,” Diedre said with a smile. “But when they put the big black thang on you, you may end up lending him your name.”
Alexis wasn’t trying to get that deep. “Listen, I am not taking care of no man for some sex,” Alexis said. “I just got too much at stake—” She stopped midsentence when she heard some commotion on Diedre’s end. “Diedre?”
“Ooh, girl, Prince just got in. And he is giving me the eye,” she whispered. “You know what that means. Later!”
Click.
“Hellooo?” Alexis said, as she stared at the hand receiver.
___________
 
A WEEK LATER, Alexis stood at the center of Plush, an upscale restaurant hosting a fund-raising event for Reverend Jesse Jackson. Alexis wasn’t much of a political enthusiast, but she realized with her father’s prominent job that it was important to represent her family at such events.
She greeted familiar faces and smiled at those she did not know.
“Alexis, my darling, you look more like your mother every day. Ravishingly beautiful,” Mrs. Paul said. Mrs. Paul was a prominent member on several prestigious boards of financial institutions and a close friend of her mother’s. Her neatly styled silver hair showed off her caramel cheekbones and plastered grin.
“Thank you, Mrs. Paul, but I could never be as beautiful as my mother,” Alexis said as she lightly shook Mrs. Paul’s hands. The loud band music and groups of laughter made it hard for Alexis to focus on Mrs. Paul. She actually just wanted to split.
“Here alone, tonight, dear?” Mrs. Paul folded her hands together, and a look of pity spread across her face.
“No, my date couldn’t make it at the last minute,” Alexis said, nervously fidgeting with her neck of pearls.
Mrs. Paul turned around as if to look for this mysterious person Alexis was referring to; then she smiled weakly. “You know, don’t you worry. You will find yourself a nice man who will sweep you off your feet. You’re only twenty-five.”
“I’m twenty-nine.”
“Oh, well, in that case, don’t be so picky, dear. It only gets harder,” she said, her eyes filled with pity. “I’ll pray for you.” She squeezed Alexis’s hands for reassurance and glided across the room when an old friend caught her eye.
Slowly, Alexis was beginning to feel like a fifth wheel as everyone else looked to be paired up, enjoying the evening. At almost six feet and the tallest woman almost anywhere, she felt like a sign post was hovering over the room: LOOK AT ME I AM SINGLE PLEASE NOTICE
ME. There she was, hoarding the buffet table with her third plate of macaroni salad and teriyaki chicken wings. She didn’t like lying to people about her status. He couldn’t make it at the last minute was a line she used one too many times. But she couldn’t stay angry at people like Mrs. Paul. They expected Alexis to have it all—the money, the looks, the clothes, and the husband. She played the part well and thought she deserved an Academy nomination. What hurt most was seeing ex-boyfriends at these types of events. Fhank you Lord for not putting me through that tonight. They’d be on a date, and she’d be without one. She’d wondered what they were thinking. Did they think something was wrong with her? That no one wanted her? Alexis studied the other single women, who outnumbered the men seven to one and wished she could look as relaxed as they did, playfully touching each other as they engaged in animated, fabulous conversation. Perhaps they deserved an Academy nomination too. Best supporting actresses was more like it.
She wondered how women like those and like Diedre who were over thirty appeared so free and unaffected by their unmarried status. At twenty-five, Alexis had already been trying on wedding dresses and browsing bridal magazines. It was like an infection that not even the strongest antibiotic could cure. That is, her need for a deep connection with a man in her life.
As she picked up the last two macaronis with her fork, she wondered if men even found her attractive anymore. She was picking up more weight and had never fought harder in her life to stay at a size 8. The black, knee-length chiffon dress she wore with the cutout sleeves, thankfully, made her look more like a size 6. She filled her plate with a few champagne-infused strawberries and popped them in her mouth, one after the other. Maybe the sweet flavor, she thought, would overtake her sour mood.
“Care to dance?” a male voice said over her shoulder.
“No, thank you,” Alexis murmured, not even turning around.
“I know you love you some vintage Michael Jackson. Off The Wall wearing a winter white cashmere sweater and loose gray slacks. His dark piercing eyes gave him a commanding presence. “Daxton?”
“Whatsup, baby?” he said, giving her a lingering kiss on the cheek. And just like that there was no one else in the room for Alexis. Her eyes scanned in on Daxton’s athletic build, stylish clothes, and shiny bald head. There was no potbelly, no baby fat around the face, and he even seemed taller. Most important, he had no rings on his finger.
“My God, what are you doing here?” Alexis said. She remembered how much Daxton worshipped her in college, and by the way he was drinking her in, the feeling was still there.
“My company works with the Wall Street Project on a couple of economic initiatives. Actually, I just got back from Japan,” he said, lightly touching her arm.
Alexis wasn’t normally at a loss for words. But it had been at least six years since she had seen Daxton, and he was looking his best ever. She knew this couldn’t be a coincidence; it was fate.
“Here alone?” he asked.
“Yes, I am.” Alexis looked over to her right and thought she saw Mrs. Paul wink at her.
“Listen, I’m in town for only a few nights, and I’d really like to catch up. Let’s say we get a drink over at the W?”
“Sure,” Alexis said, relieved that her evening was turning out better than it had started.
__________
 
ALEXIS AND DAXTON arrived at the sleek, stylish lounge at the W, where acid jazz infiltrated the room. Nestled in a corner sofa, they nursed their drinks and traded memories of their boarding-school days.
“You used to give a brother a run for his money back in the days,” Daxton said, as he swirled his brandy on the rocks.
“Well, I was young and confused. How old was I when we dated? Like fifteen?”
“Come on, more like eighteen. We were both on our way to college,” he said, taking a bite out of his lobster roll. “You had your eyes on grad school men.”
“And you had your eye on me. Those were the good ole days.” She laughed as he fed her a bite of his sushi roll.
“I did, and I still do. But you taught me a lot during that time. At least, how important it was for me to lose all that weight,” he said, patting his hard, flat stomach.
“I see.” Alexis rubbed his stomach and felt the slight ripple of a six-pack. “I have to say, you have changed a lot.”
“You look the same, though. Still gorgeous and sexy,’ he said, throwing his arm around her shoulder. He planted a kiss behind her ear.
Alexis leaned her head to the side to give him more access. She lost herself in his soothing Drakkar cologne, which reminded her of her father. She wanted him to hold her closer, make her feel safe as he used to when they were dating.
As soon at the music changed to something more contemporary, Daxton asked. “Care to dance?”
“I sure do.” Alexis took Daxton’s hand as they both swayed to a sultry, reggae tone emanating from the speakers. It seemed so appropriate for the moment, Alexis thought. She rocked her hips from side to side, as Daxton’s hands explored her curves. His hips followed hers in unison until they were both grinding against each other, her head on his shoulders, and his hands down the slope of her back. She fantasized about the two of them on a Caribbean island somewhere, dancing on the cool sands of the night. He squeezed her close to him, and she knew right there, that he was something special. This time, she wasn’t going to second-guess herself.
“Want to go upstairs?” His lips brushed against her tender ear-lobes. “I just want to spend as much time with you as possible.”
His deep, velvety voice made her unable to resist, and her silence spoke more than words.
Daxton gave the waitress a little over a hundred dollars for their tab of several appetizers and drinks. He always took expert care of her, and didn’t let her go until they reached his hotel door.
The enormous suite was the size of a large Manhattan apartment, with two bedrooms, separate eating and cooking areas, plush gold-colored carpeting, elaborate paintings, and sweeping views of the city. It was a suite fit for a king.
“Are you sure you are just in New York for a few days? This place is like a second residence,” Alexis said, running her finger along the butterscotch Italian leather sofas.
“Well, you know I always ask for the best. This is how I live every day—why would I change it when I’m away from home?” he said, holding her from behind. “Plan to come to see me in D.C.?”
“Of course I do. And I know this is not going to be your last visit to New York.”
“It’s just the beginning,” he said, kissing the nape of her neck. They lowered their bodies onto the couch, as Daxton slid down the straps to Alexis’s dress. Their tongues danced in and out of each other’s mouth, as he hungrily sucked on hers. Daxton’s breathing picked up, and he unbuttoned Alexis’s gold-trimmed bra and feasted his eyes on her exposed breasts. She cupped her breasts and fed her raisin-colored nipples into Daxton’s mouth. He sucked on them like an infant, massaging the fatty flesh with his hands. He gently bit on them, sending an electric shock of pleasure down her legs. Slipping off his sweater, Daxton revealed six years of hard work with a chiseled chest speckled with coils of black hair. They rolled over on the carpet into the master suite.
Daxton laid Alexis’s naked body on the red, velvety duvet and petted her purple thong panties. “Do you still taste as good as you used to?”
“Why don’t you find out?” she giggled as he slid her panties off. He licked her shaved pussy up and down in warm, light strokes.
“Oooh,” Alexis moaned. “Ohhh, Daxton!”
He threw both of her legs over his muscular shoulders and nuzzled his face between her thighs. His shoulders rippled as he found just the perfect spot.
Alexis’s moisture wet the bedsheets, and she wanted nothing more than to have Daxton inside her. If she recalled correctly, he wasn’t blessed below the belt, but she could work with what she got.
Daxton crawled up Alexis’s limp body, placing kisses from her belly button to her lips. She walked her fingers down to his hardness and was satisfied that he was hung quite nicely. Maybe that had changed too, she thought.
He slipped on a condom, spread her thighs apart, and prodded his dick against her softness until she felt the heat of its head press into her. She grabbed the back of his bald head and he grasped her ass and buried himself inside her wetness.
Alexis’s eyes rolled to the back of her head as Daxton fine-tuned her insides like an expert craftsman. The power of his weight made her feel small and fragile. Sweat slid down both of their faces as their lips locked as tight as their bodies.
In about ten minutes, Daxton was done. He turned over on his side. Alexis lay still to catch her breath. He pulled her toward him. “Some things stay the same, huh?” A smile formed on his lips.
Alexis turned to face him and rubbed his chest. She really did miss him, she thought.
“Your pussy still is tight as a vise.”
Alexis frowned, picking at his chest hair. “Thanks, I think.”
“Believe me, that’s a good thing,” he said nuzzling her neck. She kissed the space between his eyes. “Should we order room service? Some champagne?”
Daxton reached for his paisley blue boxers. “I gotta get up pretty early in the morning. How about I call you then?”
Alexis’s stomach took a nosedive. She’d heard this line before—from all the wrong guys. But not Daxton. A sudden thought hit her. “Do you have a girlfriend?” Alexis asked, facing the burning fireplace. She felt like a complete idiot, used, and it was all her fault. How could I have acted so desperate?
Daxton scratched his head. “Uhm, I’m engaged. And when I saw you, well, I just wanted to make sure I was making the right decision.”
Alexis shot an icy glare at him. “So this was all just a test of your relationship?”
Daxton sat beside her on the bed. “Please don’t be mad. I’m taking a big step in my life, and I just want to make sure that what we had is really over. So I can move on.”
Alexis laughed. She felt like her life had been a perpetual joke lately. There was no ending to her dramas, she thought. “So what did you find out?”
“That I’m ready to be a husband. Nothing against you, but I just had to know. I would have eventually called you—”
“But you decided to fuck me instead,” Alexis said, throwing up her hands.
“It takes two. It’s not like you resisted.”
“I didn’t know you were engaged!”
“I’m sorry.”
Alexis threw back the covers. “Feel sorry for your fiancee, who has a man who needs to fuck other women to measure his love for her. You’re sick,” Alexis said as she dressed.
“Can we at least be friends?” Daxton pleaded, grabbing her arm. “I’m outta here! Not only are you a dog, but you’re crazy?’ She pulled out of his grip, grabbed her purse, and left.
She hailed a cab home. And this time there were no more tears.
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A month later, Alexis found herself on a night out on the town with Diedre. Since the Daxton incident, Alexis stayed close to home, eating, sleeping, and writing in her journal. Diedre called every other day to check on her, and she even brought over her favorite buffalo wings from the Wing Wagon in Park Slope when she could. Finally, Diedre convinced her to come out of confinement and have a little fun. Alexis thought that fun was the last thing she needed, because usually trouble was just around the corner.
The Lab was a small club for “average folks” on Twelfth Avenue. Before she pulled up, Alexis tried calling Diedre several times. Each time, she got her voice mail. It was 10 p.m., and Alexis was beginning to wonder if she had the right place at all. There was The Lab in Brooklyn and one in the city. She swore that Diedre had mentioned meeting in the city. Frustrated and getting colder in her car, Alexis parked and walked inside.
From the looks of the outside, it didn’t seem like much would be going on inside. It was still early, but as soon as she stepped in, she felt completely out of her realm. Though it was March, Christmas lights adorned the lining of the bar and the walls of the small interior. Women with red weaves and tattoos walked back and forth with knee-high patent leather boots. Some danced with men, who looked like someone out of a Boyz n the Hood movie. Mostly in jeans and white T-shirts, the men smoked, danced, and held the wall up as they catcalled the women prancing by. “Yo, boo. Let me see you smile,” said one guy in a sweatsuit when she sat down at the bar.
Alexis clutched her purse and checked her cell phone for messages, but there were none. She became increasingly uncomfortable as the guy continued to stare at her, chewing his gum loudly.
“Can I have a glass of chardonnay?” Alexis asked over the loud rap music.
“Sure,” said the short, stout bartender, who looked nice and professional. Alexis breathed a sigh of relief, knowing at least he looked normal.
The bartender laid down a plastic cup in front of her. “Five dollars.”
Alexis picked up the plastic cup like it was dirty. “I said wine, not water.”
“It’s wine.”
Alexis smelled it, and she turned her nose up. “In a plastic cup. Don’t you have regular glasses? I’ll pay extra.”
“Sorry, but here, there be too many fights. Plastic cups are for safety purposes. Do you want it or not?” he asked, suddenly turning from polite to annoyed.
“Thanks,” Alexis said, throwing down the money with a dollar tip. She sipped at her plastic cup slowly, praying that by the time she was done, Diedre would walk in.
“If you wanna have sex wit no strings attached, let me hear a what, what, what, what—”went the rap that was currently thumping.
No, no, no, Alexis said to herself, shaking her head. This was not her scene. She had stopped dancing to rap at twenty-five and preferred Jill Scott to Lil Jon. About twenty minutes passed when she looked up to find the ladies’ room. She caught the sweatsuit guy again, still undressing her with his eyes.
The club was dark, and she couldn’t make out his face very well. Just those eyes. Jet black eyes that didn’t even seem to blink. Alexis breathed in deeply, her eyes darting around the room just in case Diedre was there looking for her. She felt glued to the seat. More and more men and women gathered on the dance floor, dressed in jeans, elaborate cutout, skin-tight dresses, and with men in baseball caps bopping to the beat.
It was almost midnight, and everyone did seem to be having a good time. No one seemed to care who knew what, who was wearing what, or who was with who. People just danced, drank, and danced some more. One woman looked about fifty-five, with Shirley Temple curls, red knee-high boots, and black catsuit. She spun around on the dance floor, dancing wildly to any tune that played. Alexis smiled at her, figuring that this woman was probably making up for lost time. A few other men gave Alexis the eye, but eventually they went about their business.
“From the windows, to the wall, till the sweat drop down my balls—”
“That’s it,” Alexis said out loud as she hopped off the barstool. She thought if she wanted to be degraded, she might as well go home and replay what happened with Daxton.
“Yo, boo.”
Alexis walked quickly through the crowd, stepping on several feet, wanting to get away from the sweatsuit guy, who stayed hot on her heels.
“Boo, I don’t bite. Slow down.”
Pissed, Alexis stopped dead in her tracks. “I am not Boot’ she shouted in his face. “Please go away.” She spun around and continued walking.
The sweatsuit guy jumped in front of her and blocked her path. “I was just giving you your cell phone. You left it on the bar.”
Alexis grabbed the phone from him. “I apologize,” she said, embarrassed. “I thought you were—”
“Trying to talk to you?” he said as they both moved to the side under the DJ booth to get out of the way of some people passing by.
“Yeah, well, you were staring at me all night,” she said, squinting to get a good look at his face in and out of the light. “But thanks.” She turned to leave.
“Hold on, I was staring at you all night, wondering when your man was coming through,” he said, his voice deep and smooth.
Alexis took another good look at him. He was about six feet of rugged good looks. His right ear, hands, and neck were decked out in diamonds and platinum. To Alexis he looked like some blinged-out rapper. She thought all that jewelry was tacky and obnoxious. “Well, that’s nice of you, but I really have to go.”
“Let me at least buy you a drink since your man stood you up,” he said, his eyes scanning her fitted white turtleneck and gold-sequined skirt. “Damn, you look good enough to eat in that skirt.”
“Excuse me?” Alexis said, clutching her pearls. “I think I’m a little overdressed.”
“Look, you wanna stand here all night, or you wanr something to wet your throat? What you drink? Alize?”
“That is grain alcohol. I don’t do that,” she said, taking a bit of interest in his persistence.
“Champagne?”
“Not at this place,” she hissed. They both stepped out of the way to let a group of women pass.
He laughed. “Water?”
“I can work with that.” She smiled back and followed him to the bar. She thought the least she could get from a wasted evening was some conversation. The last thing she wanted was to go back to her lonely apartment.
“What’s your name?” he asked as he waited for the bartender to bring their drinks.
“Alexis.”
“Like the car,” he said, grinning. “Now I thought a bourgie girl like you would have a name like Muffin.”
“I was born before that car. It’s just my name.”
“What’s your last name?”
Alexis smirked, adjusting the white pearls around her neck. “Wheels.”
“Ha!” he laughed. “Your parents had jokes or they were visionartes.
Alexis surveyed his gray Sean John sweatsuit and sneakers. She wondered how old he was, what did he do. She thought he would look much better in a sweatsuit that was his size, perhaps two sizes smaller. “And your name?”
“Rasheen U-Allah,” he said.
“Interesting,” Alexis said, rolling her eyes. Alexis figured he was probably also a rapper or producer. “And you’re a rapper.”
“Nah, I’m a brick mason, but I produce music on the side for my boys,” he said.
“Of course.” Alexis sighed. “Just what this world needs—another music producer.”
But Rasheen didn’t flinch at her comment. “Yo, you wanna get some breakfast after this? I know IHOP be open late,” he said, handing her the drink.
“It’s almost two a.m. I don’t eat breakfast this early,” she said, thinking that the last time a guy asked her to leave a party and hang with him landed her on her back.
“Come on, boo. Live a little. Get that sexy ass moving,” he said, rocking his body to the music. A tattoo of a black Christ on his left arm peeked out from under his shirtsleeve.
Alexis eyed his moves and could tell he had more where that came from.
“I was watching you all night, and you’re mad tense up in the face. How old are you? Like thirty-five?”
“Please, I’m not even thirty yet,” Alexis said, sucking her teeth. But she did feel like she wanted to have some fun, let her hair down some, preferably with Diedre, who by now she had given up all hope on. “I have to go.” She gulped down the last of her water as she stared at his blue drink.
“Let me get your number.”
Alexis sighed and gave in. She didn’t want to have to deal with him following her out the door. “I’ll take yours too,” she said, as he wrote it down.
He licked his lips, which were full and made her want to taste them. Alexis had to keep her eyes off them.
“Here you go. Call a brother up. While I’m still on the market.” He laughed.
“Later,” Alexis said, turning toward the door. She already wished she hadn’t given him her digits. He wasn’t even her type, with his flashy jewelry and thug style. But he had some flair and flavor to him. She liked his confident swagger that just oozed with masculinity. She wanted to hop on and ride him all the way home. But she had a feeling she’d be hearing from him real soon.
AROUND NOON ON Monday, Alexis and Diedre finally caught up with each other. They had lunch at Simone, a small French cafe in Brooklyn Heights, overlooking the water.
“—and when I got home, hair finally done, clothes laid out, guess who starts running his mouth,” Diedre explained, slicing her strawberry crepe. “I thought he was working a late security shift at the building, and he was home on the couch talking about I ain’t going anywhere tonight. I tried to call, but the fool hid my cell phone and my damn car keys.”
Alexis shook her head the whole time and rested her elbows on the wicker table. What perplexed her more than Diedre’s story was that Diedre seemed like she was showing off because she had a man. “So because Prince didn’t want you to go, you left me hanging? Now you know that is foul. You could have called.” Alexis was still quite upset with Diedre because she herself would never stand a friend up for a man.
“Honey, you don’t understand how Prince gets,” Diedre said as if she were talking about a three-year-old. She dabbed her mouth with her napkin and asked the waiter for more champagne. “He took my phone and he wouldn’t leave me alone long enough to sneak a call. What he does is usually get me in the bed when he wants his own way. And chile, I love every minute of it. Sometimes I get him mad just for the extra orgasms.”
“And you like being manipulated, and having a man yank his leash around your neck anytime you misbehave. That is just plain wrong,” Alexis said, smearing more orange sauce on her Grand Marnier-infused crepe, but she was hating on Diedre’s constant dick supply.
“That is my business. And I don’t have a problem with Prince. I have my moments too. I am not going to blame a man who wants to be with his woman on a Saturday night, while his friends are running in and out of clubs.”
“So just be grateful he wants you is all you are really saying.”
“I said I was sorry, Alexis. We are not children. I am thirty-two. You are twenty-nine. My man is my first priority at all times. I love you and we cool, but when you finally get a man, you’ll see what I mean.” Diedre took out a small compact mirror and applied a gold shimmery lipstick, one to match her gold eye shadow.
Alexis had to admit that Diedre’s conservative style has changed drastically since Prince, and she was looking better, younger, more lively. But she didn’t think Diedre was doing it for that. “Finally? I rather be alone than to have some man throw some good dick on me anytime he wants his own way or tell me when and where to go.”
Diedre’s mouth twisted to the side as she waited for Alexis to think.
“Well,” Alexis said, swirling her hot tea. She smiled. “That may not be all that bad, especially right now. I have run out of batteries for my vibrator, and I would love to have a man controlling me every now and then.”
“Now you keeping it real. Come on, girl. This ain’t games. And Prince is a good man. He may have been in jail, he may have only an eleventh-grade education, and he don’t have a driver’s license, but he is all the man that I need. He fixes my car, my mind, my body, and gives me every last dollar of his three-hundred-and-forty-four-dollar weekly check. I don’t take it, but he still would buy me flowers or help with a bill or two, if he can. He can cook a mean-ass homemade chicken soup. I can talk to him, and he makes me feel sexy, even with my morning hair and breath. And in the bed, his sips my clit like sweet nectar, wraps his tongue around my pussy like a—”
“There you go again,” Alexis said, pushing away her finished plate. “Too much information. And don’t you know it’s a cardinal rule that you ain’t supposed to talk about your man’s good sex skills with your horny, single friends.” Alexis smirked mischievously.
“Oh no, honey. I speak my mind to whoever. I’ll just probably have to cut you if you even think about sampling,” she said, playfully pointing at her with a knife. “Let Prince try to stray with some chick, I’ll make him bring that heffa home, and I’ll fuck her probably better than he can. After that, he’ll be so traumatized with his sex skills, he wouldn’t dare stand even close to another woman.”
“You are insane!” Alexis and Diedre laughed as they leaned into each other at the table. A few diners rolled their eyes at them. “That Prince should put a whip appeal on your behind.”
“Please tell me you at least got a prescription for love at The Lab. Preferably from a tall cutie,” Diedre said, her eager grin showing off her white bright teeth.
“Come on, if I did, it was only to kill time. Every guy there looked like he just got released. And I swore I saw some guy with some device on his ankle. It wasn’t exactly my forte. Why did you even suggest that place?”
“Because I wanted to expose you to something different. Don’t you be tired of going to those pretentious bourgie spots where men introduce themselves as “Hi, I’m Larry. I am VP of Investment Banking at Chase. I have a house, no kids, and I am probably the best thing you will meet in your life. I don’t need you, so let me bore you with my fabulousness.”
Alexis roared with laughter at Diedre’s funny face and fake anal retentive voice.
They both were having a good time, just as they had back at boarding school. Alexis thought that was what she needed on Saturday night. “You do that so well. And I gotta be honest—most men in there looked like they were VP of Office Mail.”
“Did you meet anyone? Even let a man get close enough to you to smell his cologne?”
She thought of Rasheen. “I did.”
“And?”
“He was staring at me the whole night. He didn’t even talk to anyone else. When I was about to leave, I forgot my cell on the bar, and he went behind me and made sure he gave it to me. Then we talked. He seemed nice, but not my style.”
“Haven’t you learned anything? What is his name?”
“Rasheen U-AUah. Sounds like a Five Percenter. Probably was in jail.”
“Did he say he was.”
“No, but I know.”
“I think we better end this little lunch, because you got some work to do. You better go home right now and call that man. He seems interesting. What if every man who looked at you thought you were a rich, conceited snob?”
“But I am.” Alexis smiled.
“Bad example.”
ALEXIS RETURNED HOME just in time to watch Dr. Phil. She put her feet up on her cream leather sofa, grabbed a box of Cheez-It crackers, and nestled herself in to watch an hour of “Is It Him or You?” a segment on chronically single women. That was the last thing she wanted to hear, but perhaps it was some sign. She loved being home watching her favorite shows, lunching with friends, and getting her pampered spa treatments every two weeks. In fact, she was a reoccur-ring client at Prive, who called just a few days before each appointment. Her lifestyle wasn’t one she was ready to take down a level or two. She wanted to stay where she was or increase it with a man of higher financial status. Diedre came from the same background, but somehow was able to maintain her status. Prince lived with her and drove her car. But Alexis wasn’t quite ready to go that route. She expected a man to at least have his own space. She would even move in together with a man if she was engaged with a set wedding date and at least one deposit down with a vendor. She would not even dare let a man get in the driver’s seat of her Benz, let alone borrow her car. Her worst nightmare was for a boyfriend to get a speeding ticket while driving her ride and hike up her points and insurance.
More for enjoyment than for money, Alexis would buy and sell art by her favorite painters, like Basquiat, Picasso, and Frida Kahlo at small galleries throughout the city or at private parties at her father’s home in Westchester. Lately, however, all her time seemed to be consumed with thoughts of men and her single status. She loved having her own nights and being an honorary member of the Strong Black Sister Brigade, but as the days passed, she craved the love and security only a man could give her.
Alexis peeked at the caller ID on her phone when she heard it ring. Her heart nearly flew out of her mouth. It was Leonard. She couldn’t understand what he possibly could want.
Just before the last ring, she picked up. “Hello,” Alexis said, in a long-drawn way.
“Can I talk to you?”
“Who is this?”
“It’s Leonard. Did you forget so soon?”
“What do you want? I’m busy.”
“Watching Dr. Phil or on your way to spa appointment?” Alexis rolled her eyes and chomped noisily on her crackers to annoy him.
“Listen. I have some good news.”
Alexis picked some crackers from the back of her tooth. She was giving Leonard another sixty seconds before she hung up.
“I’m moving out.”
“Moving out?” Alexis huffed. “Where, to another room in the house?”
“Okay, be nice. But I’m calling to say that I want us to get our own place together. I can move in with you, save some more, and we can have our own house by June, only three or four months away.”
Alexis covered the phone to hide her laughter.
“I heard that,” he said. “But I’m dead serious.”
“You’re brain-dead. Leonard, you are basically looking for another mother. You need to move out and use all your own money and buy that Xanadu house you’ve dreamed so long about.”
“I have my own money. I saved about five hundred and twenty-five thousand dollars for the down payment. I want a sixteen-bedroom, four-level, mansion-style home with acres of land, three pools, a waterfall, and—”
“Slow down. I have no need for all that. That is your dream, not mine. The audacity of you to call—” Her line beeped. “Hold on.”
“Hello?”
“Alexis Chrome Wheels.”
“Who is this?”
“Rasheen.”
“Chrome?”
“Well, a Lexus is incomplete without some twenty-inch chrome rims. I wanna be those rims to make you shine.”
“Uhm, hold on,” she said, shaking her head, having to choose the lesser of two evils. She clicked over to the other line.
“I gotta take this. But call me when you have your house-warming. Good luck,” she said, and clicked back over.
“Rasheen?”
“What up, boo? I caught you at a bad time.”
Boo, again. “I am a little busy. But what can I do for you?”
“Can’t a brother shout a sistah out, maybe take you out?”
“I don’t even know you.”
“Well, ask me something.”
Alexis sighed. Why am I putting myself through this? But she decided to amuse herself “Have you been in jail?”
Rasheen cracked up laughing. “Damn, I thought you was gonna ask me something like where I live. Why a brother had to be locked down?”
“Have you?”
“Uhm, well, I got into some trouble when I was about seventeen, but can we talk about all that later? I wanna get to know you, too.”
“Rasheen, I really don’t have the time. Are you on parole or anything?”
“Not anymore.”
“Where do you live?”
“I live in Bed-Stuy. I’m a decent brother, I ain’t perfect. Let me at least take you out. And I promise you can ask me anything you want.”
“Anything?”
“Yes, I’ll even bring my credit report,” he said sarcastically. “Not a bad idea,” she mumbled.
“Wednesday after work good for you?”
“Yeah, but it depends for what.”
“For some grub, some conversation.”
“What place did you have in mind?”
“I’ll call you Wednesday about 4 p.m.”
“I know of a French Bistro down by—”
“Yo, ain’t used to a man running things?”
Alexis sighed. “Can I ask you one more question?”
“Go on ahead.”
“Who do you live with?”
“I live by myself.”
“Good, I will talk to you tomorrow. Bye.”
ALEXIS WASN’T SURE what to wear on her date with Rasheen. She thought about calling Diedre, but she didn’t want her to end up making it a bigger deal than it was. She didn’t know where they were going and decided that jeans and a matching pink twin sweater set would suffice. Their last conversation was brief, but from it, Alexis took that Rasheen was probably new at this too. He may have never dated a woman like her before, and he was most likely going out of his way to impress her. She made sure she carried her AMEX and some cash, in case he outdid himself out of money, as well.
At 4 p.m. Rasheen called.
“Ms. Lexus. Wanna meet me on Forty-second and Seventh in about a hour?”
Alexis combed her hair and caught a look at her disgusted expression in the mirror. “What’s over there?”
“You like seafood?”
“Yeah, but there are no decent spots there.”
“Trust me, I’m taking you to my favorite joint,” he said, and hung up.
Red Lobster, she thought, securing the phone back in its cradle. She didn’t even know real people said that outside of the music world. But then it dawned on her: Rasheen was in the music world.
She combed her blunt-style bob until it was perfectly straight, flipped the ends up, and sprayed on some sheen. In twenty minutes, she was in a cab headed downtown.
THE CABBIE DROPPED her right on the corner of and Forty-second Street and Seventh Avenue, and immediately Alexis remembered why she hated this part of the city. It racked her nerves and made her extremely edgy as she dipped and bumped through throngs of tourists who always seemed to be looking up and not ahead. The cool April breeze made it more bearable. She walked across the street just in case Rasheen was on that side. That was when she saw his baseball cap and baggy jeans waving at her to cross back over. She hustled back on the other side, where he was waiting with a charming smile.
“Sorry about all that, I thought I would have gotten here before you,” he said, taking her hand.
She took it back. “So where are you going? I’m getting cold,” she said, looking at the flashing billboard and lights around her. “You said a seafood place.”
“Yeah, we going right here to Red Lobster,” he said as they walked together up the street.
Alexis smiled uncomfortably. “Is that place still in business?”
“What!” he said, looking at her bewildered. “Red Lobster is never going nowhere. They made seafood popular,” he said as he buried his hands in his jean pockets.
“I wouldn’t necessarily call it food.” Alexis saw the look on Rasheen’s face that showed his disappointment in her attitude. She decided to be a bit nicer.
Once they were seated, Rasheen started up his ode to Red Lobster again. “I’ve been eating here since I was a kid. My mom had a birthday here last year. My sister always be having her book club meetings here. Yo, my brother even proposed to his girlfriend here. Not this one, but the one in Long Island. That’s the best one. I’ll take you there, next time,” he said, scanning over the menu.
Alexis nodded. She didn’t see a thing she wanted. Everything was fried or drowned in butter. She was so close to suggesting the Blue Water Grill at Union Square, where she would be happy to pay, but something told her to hold on.
“See anything?” he said. “I’m getting the Ultimate Shrimp Feast.”
“I think I’ll have the, uhm, broiled seafood platter,” she said hesitantly.
“You aight?”
“I am. I just never ate here before. Their seafood is not exactly fresh,” she said, forcing a smile.
“It taste good!” he said in defense. “Trust me, roll with me. When you try those hush puppies, man, you gonna just be coming here for that! And the seafood is fresh. It says it right here.” He pointed to an item on the menu.
Alexis sympathetically patted his hand. She realized he had a different mentality. Where she was used to asking the maitre d’ for the fresh catch of the day before she even made a reservation, he was just fine with what he was given. That was never usually enough for her, in most areas of her life. She always demanded the best.
Rasheen ordered some margaritas and placed their dinner orders. The petite waitress laid down a basket of hush puppies. Alexis inhaled the baked scent, and her mouth, surprisingly, began to water.
Rasheen broke one in half and fed her. “Try it,” he said, holding it to her mouth.
She took it from him, rather than eating out his hand, and chewed. “Mmm,” she said, her eyes lighting up. “These are delicious. Soft, cheesy flavor. Mmmm.” She took a whole one and ate that too.
Rasheen looked on as Alexis ate three hush puppies in a row. “I’m sorry,” she said, covering her mouth as she chewed. “I didn’t think they would be that good.”
He smiled. “Don’t apologize. You hungry. Eat.”
And eat was what Alexis did. Their salad orders came, and the lettuce wasn’t warm and wilted as she expected, but cold and crispy. She was beginning to feel relaxed with Rasheen, who didn’t mind her appetite, which she normally had to downplay. He didn’t even mind that she had crumbs by her plate. She even put her elbows on the table and didn’t care what fork she used.
“Can I have some more hush puppies?” she asked the waitress. “Leave room for your dinner. I’m telling you—they take real good care of you here.”
Alexis nodded with her mouth full. She could barely talk. And before she finished her salad, their entrees came.
As the drinks flowed, Alexis checked in with herself. She was having fun. The seafood platter wasn’t exactly the best she’d had, but it did hit the spot.
“So you said you had some questions,” Rasheen began.
Alexis put her hand over her mouth as she chewed. “Yeah, I do. I forgot though.” She smiled over at him.
“You have your own place, right?” she said, dipping her shrimp in cocktail sauce.
“I do, kind of. I got the basement apartment in a house,” he said. “But I know I gotta get up outta there soon.”
Alexis wasn’t surprised. She knew a guy like Rasheen had a story. “Why do you have to leave?”
“I just do. A man need his own space. I seen some apartments in East New York. Plus, my job just gave me a raise. Know what I mean? So, it’s either an apartment or a car.”
Alexis thought his choice was a smart one.
“So where you live? In the city?”
“Upper West Side. I got a decent place. It’s a condo. My mom owned it first,” she said.
Rasheen grunted, fiddling with his platinum crucifix pendant. “I guess you used to dating brothers who got the big houses and big cars, huh?”
“I’ve had my share, but I always have my own. I expect the men I’m with to have more or less the same.”
“I’m a be straight up with you. I ain’t got a lot. But I’m working at it. I ain’t never went to college, been to jail for a marijuana possession some years back, and I am still working on getting my credit right,” he said, cracking his crab leg in half. “That’s my story.”
“I think you better stop there, before you make me lose my appetite,” she said, waving him away.
He laughed. “Got damn, you a feisty one. I like that. I do,” he said in a softer, syrupy tone. “I can handle you.” He sucked the crab meat out of its shell.
Alexis paid close attention on how he handled his plate. He was an aggressive eater, not leaving a crumb untouched, and was even messy at times, sucking sauce from his thumbs. Surprisingly, that aroused Alexis. He didn’t seem at all shy or intimated around her either.
When the check came, Rasheen handled that like a pro, too. Alexis sneaked a look at the bill and was astonished to see it was barely fifty dollars. She thought Red Lobster was a place she had to visit more often. After dinner, Rasheen walked her to the corner to get a cab. “So you gonna call me?”
“Listen Rasheen, you are nice and everything, but we can be friends. And we’ll make dinner my treat next time. You take care,” she said as a car stopped at her feet.
“Yeah, aight,” he said, and winked at her.
In the car, she thought about how she was attracted to him in some odd way that she couldn’t put her finger on.
ALEXIS HURRIEDLY PREPARED her apartment for a visit from her mother, who had been in France for the last month researching an exhibition on Franco-Haitian art. Anytime her mother visited her, she made sure the place was in top shape. Because it belonged to her mother at first, she always gave an unwelcome critique on Alex’s taste for colors and style. If there was one person Alexis wasn’t good at standing up to, it was her mother. She had remembered her mother as an elegant statuesque woman who made sure she sat up painfully straight as a little girl. A classy, straight-shooter type of a lady whose pewter flask and cigarette case were always nearby.
Alexis finished tidying up her master bedroom, putting her shoes away, dusting the furniture, and stacked her dishwasher with plates that she had forgotten to wash from the night before. She had once had a maid, but her mother fired her.
As soon as she tucked her last shoe under the coach, the bell rang.
“Mommy, hi,” Alexis said, hiding the dustpan behind her. She was almost thirty, but around her mother she felt like five.
“Sweetie, don’t even think of touching me with that dustpan in your hands. Go ahead, finish what you were doing,” she said, kissing Alexis on both cheeks. With a quick stride, she walked into the apartment and parked herself right on the couch.
As Alexis washed her hands, she silently counted to twenty before she heard her mother’s first complaint.
“Darling, can you come in here, please?” she called from the living room.
Alexis stood at the doorway, drying her hands.
“Where’s that beautiful Monet piece I had left for you here?”
“That was two years ago, Mommy. I told you before I sold it,” she reminded her.
Her mother removed her black shades. “No, you didn’t.”
“I did. You told me that it was okay,” Alexis said, sitting across from her.
Her mother huffed. “Perhaps, I did. But thinking of it now, it would really spruce this place up some,” she said, blinking her long, thick eyelashes rapidly.
“I’m a minimalist. I don’t like a lot of stuff around me. You know that.”
“I just thought with age, you’d probably get a little more inventive,” she said, slipping off her leopard-print capelet.
“Want something to drink?”
“I got it right here.” Her mother pulled out a shiny steel flask engraved with her initials T B W.
“How was France?” Alexis clasped her hands together to listen to one of her mother’s usually entertaining travel stories.
“Boring as hell. I’ve been there every other year for the last ten. Once you tried the champagne, had the croissants, tanned on the Rivera, and shopped on the Champs-Elysee, you’ve basically done it all,” she said, taking a sip from her flask. “So what’s new and exciting with you?”
“Nothing,” Alexis said, picking up an issue of Vogue that sat on her wooden coffee table. “Except I kicked Leonard to the curb.”
“Why’d you do a thing like that? His mother is so lovely,” she said.
“Because he and I have different goals. I wasn’t about to waste my years on a man who’s still hanging on to the umbilical cord.”
Her mother shrugged as she picked a piece of lint off her smooth gray slacks, which matched perfectly with her purple fitted sweater. “Well, since you put it that way. You know I called you last night and left a message that I’d be coming.”
“I know, I got that,” Alexis said, running her hands through her loose, long tresses. Her mother’s own hair was short and tapered to the sides.
“Were you out on a date?” Her mother tilted her head to the side as if she was trying to be as tactful as possible.
“I went out to eat with a friend.”
“His name?”
Alexis wavered on just how much she should reveal, but her mother’s opinion mattered. “His name is Rasheen.”
“Ra-ra-what?”
“Raaasheeen,” Alexis pronounced with a chuckle. “He’s the friend I was with.”
“Oh, Lord, is he a rapper or something?”
“Not that I know of.”
“Sweetie,” she said, touching Alexis’s knee. “Do we need to talk?”
“Mommy, I’m fine,” she said, gently removing her mother’s hand. “He’s probably someone I won’t ever see again. We just had dinner.”
“I don’t know the boy, but his name just tells me he comes from one of those black families that—well, you know—just act crazy.”
“You mean the poor ones,” Alexis said, rolling her eyes.
“Yes, I mean them. You didn’t tell him where you lived, did you?” Alexis chewed on her finger. She resented her mother’s probing. It was like anything she did regarding men was wrong. She just wanted her mother to say she was doing something right—for once. “I didn’t tell him exactly.”
“Good, because I would hate to see you keep wasting your time on these men. You need to really get yourself together. At your age, I was married and pregnant with you, and doing quite fine painting from home.”
“Maybe that’s why you’re divorced now,” Alexis spewed.
Her mother stuck her chest out and raised her chin. “That’s not the point.”
“Mommy, why are you here? To just remind me of how much of a disappointment I am?”
Her mother’s chest collapsed. “I’m sorry, sweetie. I just came by because I missed you. And frankly, I get lonely uptown in that big ole penthouse all by myself. Your daddy and his young little plaything—”
“Please, don’t talk to me about Daddy. I don’t want to hear it,” Alexis said, flying off the couch.
“You’re always on your father’s side. Even though he didn’t even spend a lick of time with you when you were growing up.”
“At least when he did, he didn’t use the time to put me down.”
Her mother twisted off the cap from her flask. “I know you probably hate me, but I did the best I knew how.”
Alexis buried her face in her hands. She wasn’t in the mood for her mother’s martyr speech. She hated the guilt she was made to feel anytime she protested something. “I have to get to bed early tonight. I have an appointment in the morning.” Alexis rose from the couch and opened the front door for her mother.
“Fine, kick me out,” her mother said, adjusting her capelet around her shoulders. “Just like your father did. Don’t come running to me when you need a shoulder to cry on the next time you get dumped!” Her slipped on her shades and jetted out the door.
Alexis plopped down on her couch and held in her scream. She wrapped her arms around herself. She wanted someone there who could just be on her side. Sometimes, she felt she was hanging off a cliff. She knew her mother probably meant no harm and was suffering from her own loneliness. Alexis made a silent promise to herself that she would not become like her mother: alone and miserable.
At 2 a.m., still tossing in her sleep, Alexis had an urge. She didn’t know why it had come, but she needed something inside her. She reached for the purple butterfly in her nightstand drawer. She had lied to Diedre about the batteries running out. That never happened. Every year she’d purchase enough to supply her at BJs. She tickled her pussy with the edge of the small device. At an instant, she felt more relaxed and let her mind take her wherever it wanted to. That was the fun part. She had a freakier side to her than she cared to admit. None of her exes had any idea that she would try anything once, loved getting her salad tossed and tossing others, and had a penchant for porn and videotaping herself. She had never been on anyone else’s videotape and had about two with her alone as the star. An image flashed before her of Rasheen slapping her naked ass and making her beg for mercy as he pounded his weight into her. The buzzing sensation of the butterfly on her soft flesh sent quivers down her thighs. She gripped the edge of the bed, breathing through her mouth, about to hit her mark, until—the phone.
“Hello!” Alexis picked it up just to curse the hell out of whoever had the nerve to call so late.
“It’s Rasheen. Sleep?”
Alexis wiped her forehead with her mint green bedsheet. “Sleep?” she said, totally flustered. Am I dreaming? Somehow, she had beckoned Rasheen to come to her. She didn’t know how powerful a person’s thoughts could be sometimes.
“Were you running or something? You sound out of breath,” he asked in his low, syrupy voice.
“Something like that,” Alexis said, throwing herself back on the bed. “I was just doing some early morning push-ups.”
“Yeah, right.” Rasheen laughed; then there were a few moments of silence.
Alexis was still thrown off that he called. His timing couldn’t have been better, she thought. “Rasheen, I don’t know why you called now. But do you wanna come over?” All she kept seeing was her mother’s disapproving face. Alexis squeezed her eyes shut so hard that it hurt. She didn’t want to talk to him too long on the phone because she might change her mind.
“Let me get your address,” he said, his voice cool and knowing. She gave him her details. It wasn’t more than twenty seconds before they hung up. A pang of excitement went through her. She would have never felt comfortable to be that open with any of her exes. She barely knew Rasheen. It had been barely two weeks since they first met. But for once, she wanted to be bad. Diedre’s rundown on men like Rasheen and their bed skills had never left her mind. If it wasn’t going to be tonight, it just wasn’t going to happen with Rasheen.
Thirty minutes later, her bell was buzzing like it was a four-alarm fire. Rasheen must have taken a jet plane from Bed-Stuy to East 112th, she thought.
She wrapped her red, velvet robe around her body and composed herself. A part of her wanted to flee or open the door and play sick. But the more dominant part was ready for whatever.
When she opened the door, Rasheen looked up into her eyes, his dark-skinned face staring her down. He didn’t even say hi.
“Hello, Rasheen. Come in,” Alexis said, watching him glide by. “You made it here fast.”
“Ahh, I got my ways.” He stood by the couch, his baggy jeans sagging around the crotch, his tall, thick body willing and able.
“Can I get you some tea, water, juice—?”
“Come here,” he said, grabbing her by the waist.
Instinctively, she wiggled out of his hold, but not too hard. “You may have called me over here to feed me. But I don’t think you had food in mind,” he whispered in her ear. “And a brother hasn’t eaten in a long time.” He kissed her behind her ears.
“I was just being courteous,” Alexis said nervously.
“I ain’t into games, boo. You feelin’ me, I’m feelin’ you. We both grown. It’s three a.m. What’s good?” He backed away from her, slid his leather jacket off. He wore only a white wifebeater that showed off his massive pecs.
“Uhm—”
“Listen, I know I ain’t your type. But you my type. And if you don’t want this to be any more than some good sex, I’m with that. If you rather not, I’m not going disrespect you in any way.” He sat down.
Alexis respected his straightforwardness. He knew she was more than willing, but played it so that she could still feel like a lady about it. She walked toward him and was about to sit beside him.
“Nah, stay standing,” he said, holding her by her hips, as he stayed seated. He moved his hands slowly from her thighs to the roundness of her ass, engulfing it with both hands. “Damn, you feel so good. What do you have on under this robe?”
Alexis giggled. She felt like a schoolgirl about to be willingly molested. “Nothing much,” she said, slightly opening it.
Rasheen untied her robe and kissed her belly button a few times. Alexis rubbed his back as he continued planting kisses around her waist and sides of her stomach. Her abdominal muscles quivered at his soft, delicate touch. She felt like silk or porcelain in his hands.
Alexis let her robe fall to her knees and slipped off her panties. Now she was completely naked before him. Her body wasn’t perfect, and she felt her stomach pouch and dimpled thighs were on display. But from the look on Rasheen’s face, he was loving her nooks and crannies. He raised one of her legs on the couch with her pussy facing him.
“Just try to stand still,” he said, and turned his tongue into a light feather. Alexis didn’t think she was going to be standing up much longer. He held her leg steady enough for her to balance her weight as he worked on her like a ripe mango. Each time she saw the pink of his tongue and her juices lingering on the edge of his chin, her knees grew weaker. She turned around and bent over.
“Mmm,” he said, caressing her ass. He slapped it hard several times. “How that feel?”
“Ohhhh, real good,” she said at the vibration it brought between her thighs.
He bit her ass firmly, his bites gently stinging her. Then his warm tongue slid into the crevice, tickling down below. She bent over more, and he licked her pussy from the back.
“Ahhh, oh my God,” Alexis moaned out loud. That was one of her favorite positions. He got on his knees, wrapped his arms around her thighs, and buried his mouth all up inside her. Alexis exploded so hard that she fell forward, nearly missing the edge of her coffee table.
He flipped her over, and climbed on top. Somewhere in between he had removed all his clothes. He gazed at Alexis like he did that first night he set eyes on her. This was Alexis’s first real time seeing him up so close. His lips full, thick, and his eyes the color of midnight black. He kissed her nipples and sucked them until they were red. His power was overwhelming; there wasn’t much she had to do. His hardness pressed against her pelvic bone and just the pressure of that hurt. She slipped his dick inside her, holding on to his back. The feelgood sensation of the moment had overtaken any common sense she had. The orgasm was one like she hadn’t experienced in years.
He danced his way inside her, hitting spots that she hadn’t opened for others. “Tell me how much you love this dick,” he commanded.
“I do, I do,” Alexis said, running her fingers down his cornrows. “Don’t sound like it.” He banged into her harder and painfully bent her legs all the way back.
“Awww,” Alexis said out in pain. She hadn’t been the most flexible person. “It feels good.”
“Say ‘my pussy feels good.’ Say it,” he said, looking down on her. Beads of his sweat fell onto her face. He licked her wet forehead.
“My pussy feels so damn, fucking good!” she shouted. She had never called out those words in bed before.
“This pussy taste good, feel good, I’m a have to take this pussy. Make it mine,” he said, bending her legs farther back. “Hold your feet up.”
Alexis did that too and found a new favorite position as Rasheen reached even farther inside her. She held her feet, Rasheen lowered his body, and his deep, fast strokes shook her body and his to the core. Kissing each other, they fought to catch their breath. Neither let go of the other, as they both closed their eyes.
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For the last two weeks, Rasheen had become a constant fixture —2 at Alexis’s apartment. Usually during the late, weekend nights. She didn’t tell anyone about him, not even Diedre. Rasheen was like her little dirty secret. In between the sex, they’d talk on the phone. He had asked her out again, but she wasn’t ready for more, just yet.
“This weekend, I was thinking you should come over to my side of town,” Rasheen said as they watched a bootleg version of Madea’s Class Reunion. He put his arm around her, and she rested his head on her shoulder. They both were naked; the only thing in between them was a bag of Doritos.
“You mean visit you in your grandma’s basement?” she asked, giving him the eye. “I kind of like it over here better.”
“I ain’t saying all that. I’m saying I wanna take you to this spot where we can shoot some pool, eat some soul food, dance. I’m tired of eating all that sushi shit y’all have around here. I want my food, cooked and seasoned.”
Alexis laughed. “It’s called eclectic cuisine.”
“Whatever, yo. Plus, I do want you to see how I live too. Show you my world,” he said, his fingers traveling below her waist.
“I’ll see,” she said.
“We should go tonight. It’s still mad early.”
MS. SHIRLEY’S WAS a discreet neighborhood bar on the corner of Bedford and Putnam Avenues in Brooklyn. There wasn’t even any signage on the front, and Alexis wondered how people found the place. She didn’t know what to expect when they walked in. She wore tight-fitted jeans, heels, and a green-and-gold embroidered tank, with a light yellow spring shawl. She thought she may be overdressed, but better that than underdressed. Rasheen was in his usual comfortable jeans and a football jersey. Alexis was ready for stares from the regulars because she was the new face. But no one seemed to notice her. A few men and women gravitated toward Rasheen and smiled curiously at her. She didn’t feel out of place, but quite comfortable. Alexis smiled to herself at the rickety Christmas lights hanging around.
“You know how to play?” he asked.
“I may know a li’l something.” The only thing she knew was what she had seen in a movie. How hard can it be, she thought, to tap a ball with a stick?
“You wanna break?” Rasheen set the balls inside the rack. “Break? We just started,” she said, sitting on the edge of table. She glanced around and saw two women playing together. They both looked like pros.
uBreak means if you wanna be the first to hit the balls and see who gets what. I’ll do it. Just watch,” he said, sharpening his pool stick. Rasheen bent over and skillfully hit all the balls until they scattered throughout the table. “You go first.”
Alexis glanced at the women at the next table, hoping to steal a quick tip. She bent over like Rasheen and slipped the stick through her fingers so hard, the ball knocked off the table onto the next.
“Sorry about that,” Rasheen said to the ladies, who just nodded their head in pity for Alexis’s skills.
Rasheen smiled at her then came and stood behind her and directed her every move. He showed her how to hold the stick, how to aim, what the best shots were, how to hit two with one, and how to call her plays. By the end of their games, Rasheen had won two, and Alexis won one. Though she thought Rasheen let her have it.
After the games, they sat at a nearby table and threw down on fried chicken and waffles, with loads of butter and syrup. It was 3 a.m.
“This is such a cute combination. I never thought of it,” Alexis said, spreading some butter and syrup on her chicken. “They go perfect together.”
“Especially the way Ms. Shirley makes it,” Rasheen said, biting into a meaty chicken leg.
Alexis looked around at the people eating, dancing, and drinking. Some of the people didn’t look too kosher, and she was sure at any moment there’d be a fight. But there was no drama, just good times. As she ate, she felt Rasheen’s growing silence as he kept his eyes on her every move. He seemed to enjoy her enjoying herself.
“Rasheen, I think I need to give you an apology for being you know, so, uhm—”
“Snobby.” He laughed.
Alexis forked up a piece of waffle. “Not open-minded.”
He grew serious again. “Well, I just want you to know that I really like you. And I want to make sure you know what you getting into.”
“I like you too. I do. And I want us to keep seeing each other. Like regular people do—in the daylight!” She smiled.
Rasheen’s shoulders slumped. “There is something you should know.”
Alexis rolled her eyes and listened. It always has to be something, she thought.
“I have a daughter.”
Alexis stared at him in surprise. “A daughter? Why didn’t you tell me?”
“You kept asking me questions about jail and all. I figured that wouldn’t matter to you.”
“How old is she?”
“She’s three years old. Lives with her mama in Queens. We don’t get along, though.”
Alexis shook her head. “What else should I know?”
Rasheen exhaled loudly. “I owed her like five thousand dollars in back pay for child support when I wasn’t working. So I’m paying that now and the normal child support, which is eight hundred dollars a month. But I’m going back to court to fight that,” he said.
Alexis thought she had finally hit rock bottom. “Besides your jail record, besides that you live with your mama, besides that you never finished high school, I’m now supposed to deal with your baby mama drama?” she said, raising each finger one by one. “Come on, what else is there? You might as well let it out now.”
“That’s it. I mean, damn, Alexis. Ain’t nobody perfect. And when you with a man like me, we come with shit. I wasn’t raised like you.”
“So you think your big dick is gonna solve your problems?”
“My mama was a drug addict, my father was in jail, and my grandma took care of me and my three sisters. I’m doing what I can. I work, my jail record was wiped clean when I turned eighteen, and I just want to have a good life like anyone else.”
“So what is up with you and your baby mama?”
“We broke up when the baby was born. And you know, she acts like a baby mama. Sometimes, she gets mad if I’m dating, she’s demanding, but she knows it’s over. Trust me, you won’t ever have to deal with that.”
Alexis rubbed the temples of her forehead. “Why couldn’t you tell me this before we had sex?”
Rasheen didn’t even respond.
Alexis was of a mind to get up and walk out of that bar, leaving Rasheen behind for good. But how many times was she just going to walk away from things in her life that didn’t turn out as she planned? She liked how Rasheen made her feel.
“We can keep talking about this,” she said, taking his hand. “We’ll work it out. How much money do you need?”
“I don’t need any of your money. I got my own. I was just telling you,” he said, yanking his hand away.
“Fine,” Alexis said, a bit reassured that he wasn’t with her for the wrong reasons.
That night, Rasheen went home and Alexis took a cab back to the comfort of her own apartment.
DIEDRE PASSED ALEXIS the red-rimmed plate of salmon croquettes she had brought over for their little Sunday get-together. Alexis was thinking of cancelling, but she figured she needed someone she could talk to about Rasheen.
“I’ve been seeing Rasheen for almost a month now, and I don’t know what to do with him,” Alexis said as she sat Indian-style on her leather couch. Her hair was pulled back in a bun, and she still had on some of her makeup from the night before.
“I can tell by looking at you that he has already had a positive effect. Your butt even looks fatter,” she said, teasing Alexis. “He like hitting it from the back, right?”
Alexis laughed and said, “Yes, he does, and I like it too. But I think it’s that exercise. It’s building up my butt muscles, too. Who knew having sex was so much work?”
“So is it just a sex thing,” Diedre said, twirling her newly styled braids in her hand.
“Uhm, I thought it could be a one-time thing. Like the morning after a hangover, and you say you won’t ever do that again. Then I was like, okay maybe we can fool around a few more times and he’ll disappear.” Alexis put two more salmon croquettes on her plate. After the night before gorging on chicken and waffles she didn’t want to overdo it. “ Fhen we started getting closer. And now I think I really like him.”
“You already told me about his background, and he sounds very much like Prince. Honey, I think you may have found your Prince Charming. Ain’t those type of men so fun and exciting?”
Alexis sulked into the sofa. “I mean he has shown me a few things, and he makes me feel good in and out of the bed. But he got his issues.”
“He on parole?”
“No.”
“On the run?”
“Nope.”
Diedre put her hand over her head. “On drugs?”
“No!”
Diedre waved her index finger like she finally got it. “He’s on the DL!”
“He has a child,” Alexis said, holding her head down. “That comes with baby mama baggage.”
“Is that all?” Diedre said, sitting up alert. “That ain’t nothing but a thing. Though it’s not like I got any experience with that.”
“How should I handle that?”
“Did he ask you for any money?”
“He is very independent. Anytime we go out, he pays for everything,” Alexis said. “I don’t think it’s about money.”
“Then all you have to be concerned with is minding your own business. Whoever that baby mama is got nothing to do with you,” Diedre said.
“I just don’t want to get caught up with anything. Rasheen got a lot of stuff with him, but he is calm, easygoing, and very straightforward. He doesn’t hang out, and he came from a rough childhood to have a decent job.”
Diedre leaned her head back. “Listen to you, sounding like the perfect little girlfriend. He put the thing on you, I see.” She giggled and filled her plate with more salad.
“I’m gonna stop by and talk to him. Maybe I need more info before I decide if I want to stick my head in the sand,” she said.
“Like a reminder of how good that dick is? Honey, he’s gonna fuck the shit out of you that if he had five baby mamas, it won’t matter. Wear your good panties.”
And when she left for Rasheen’s, just in case, Alexis did just that.
LATER SUNDAY, ALEXIS paid Rasheen a visit. He had called once and left a message that he’d wanted to see her.
His place was a small studio-style basement apartment with a tiny kitchen, and a bed in the center. The beige panel walls were bare, with a television and a stereo. The block he lived on was full of children running up and down the street, cursing and chasing each other. A homeless man staked out a corner on top of a garbage can, whistling at women who walked by.
“We gotta talk,” Alexis said, sitting down on a foldout chair near his bed.
Rasheen opened a carton of Chinese food that he had ordered. Alexis wondered where he would eat that because there was no table. “Look, I understand if you don’t wanna fuck with me no more. But I’m willing to do what it takes to make you see it’s not a problem.” He flipped open the ironing board and placed the Chinese food cartons on it.
Alexis was amused that an ironing board could come in so handy.
“Want some?” he said, scooping out some fried rice on his plate. “I know you probably expected a real table.”
“It’s okay. You’re always full of surprises,” Alexis said, stealing one of the broccolis from his chicken.
“My baby mama and I was seeing each other only for like a month before she got pregnant. Now that we ain’t together anymore, she be acting up. But when I have a woman in my life, she knows what time it is.” Rasheen peeled off his T-shirt and threw it on his bed. Is he already trying to show me his prowess? Alexis thought about what Diedre said.
“Does she know we’re seeing each other?” Alexis asked as she tried to take her focus off his bulging biceps. It mattered to her that their relationship wasn’t kept secret—at least, on his side.
He forked up some chicken and rice and beckoned her to open her mouth. She opened and let him feed her.
A moment later, “I’ll be right back,” she said, and went to the bathroom. When she flipped on the light, there was a mop stick posing as a shower rod. She busted out laughing.
“Nothing!” she yelled when he asked what was wrong.
She barely had enough room to move around as she took care of her business. When she came out, Rasheen was gone, but his front door was open. Maybe he went to throw out the garbage or something, she thought.
When his phone rang and he didn’t come back in, Alexis picked it up. The caller ID had a woman’s name on it.
“Let me speak to Rasheen,” said an irate woman’s voice.
“He’s not here now. Can I take a message?”
“Who am I leaving a message with?” The woman said, her tone thick with attitude.
“This is Alexis, and you are?”
“The mother of his three-year-old baby girl, Rasheida,” she said. “What?”
“What?”
“What, bitch? What you gotta say about that?”
Alexis looked at the phone, confused. “I don’t know, and think you better call back later for Rasheen.”
“Bitch, I’m a be right over there in a minute because he promised he’d buy Rasheida her Pampers this time.” And she hung up.
When Alexis looked around, Rasheen had just walked in. “Who was that?” he asked.
“Your baby mama,” Alexis said, grabbing her bag, ready to leave. He stepped in front of her. “Where you going?”
“I’m leaving. That woman sounded insane. And she’s on her way over here,” Alexis said, stepping around him.
Rasheen grabbed her arm. “I want you to stay right here. Kiki’s bark is worse than her bite. She ain’t comin’ over here. She just like fucking with me like that. She got her own man.”
Alexis didn’t move.
“Boo, get over here,” he said, bringing her into his arms. He kissed her lips. “Can you spend the right? We can take the train together in the morning. You can wear one of my boxers,” he said, nibbling on her bottom lip. He ran his hands down her back to her behind.
He walked her to his bed. “Let me show you how much I want you,” he said into her ear.
He removed her blouse, her jeans, her panties, and her shoes. He put each toe into his mouth, no matter how they looked. Though Alexis got regular pedicures, she was still self-conscious. Putting her toes in his mouth, Alexis felt every cell in her body awaken with light. Slowly, he kissed her all the way up to her thighs. He used some honey from his cupboard and smeared it between her legs. But she took it from him and poured it on his hardness.
She poured some on his tip and along the sides. It had been a while since she did that to a man, but looking at Rasheen just brought something out in her. She led her lips to his dick, opening her mouth until the head rested on her tongue. She let him absorb her heat, as she did his, and slowly sucked him in between her lips. He lay on his back and guided Alexis’s head as it bobbed up and down, sucking the life out of him. Alexis absorbed herself in the moment, gagging only once as she locked her mouth around his length. She licked the juices that gathered at the head and smiled at the curiously sweet taste. Rasheen grabbed her, as she carefully guided him inside of her. She rocked her hips back and forth.
“That’s right, boo, take this big, black dick,” he said.
Rasheen sat up on his elbows and tickled her swinging breasts with his tongue, catching them in his mouth when he could.
Baby mama or not, Alexis couldn’t think of anything but the pure satisfaction of having Rasheen make love to her. He made her feel like the sexiest woman alive.
“Damn, this pussy just stays wet. I just wanna suck on that pussy so bad,” he said, and rolled her over. He slid down between her thighs into the sticky wetness, devouring her pussy. Then he slipped inside her again, holding her legs up like the letter V.
“Yes, Rasheen, yes!” Alexis cried out as her legs began to shake. He fixed his eyes on her, taking in every twist and turn of her face, how her body shook beneath him. She didn’t know what she was saying yes to, but she was saying no to another night without him.
ABOUT A MONTH had passed. Alexis still hadn’t told anyone but Diedre about Rasheen. They were a real couple. He had even introduced her to his family at a Memorial Day barbecue at his aunt’s house. She got along with every one of them. She didn’t know she had a little “round the way” girl inside of her and felt completely fine eating from paper plates and cups. Before Rasheen, she wouldn’t even think of it.
Rasheen hadn’t pushed her about her family, because he understood her unique pressure. In the meantime, he played his role.
On Wednesday evening, Alexis came down with the flu. She called Rasheen at work because they had plans for a movie later.
“I don’t think I can meet you tonight. I am sick as a dog with this flu,” Alexis said, sounding miserable. “I’m sorry.”
“You need me to bring you anything?” he asked, concerned. She liked how much he attended to her.
“No, really, I don’t want you getting sick. If you get sick, you won’t be of any good to me,” she said, smiling. “And you’ll miss out on work.”
“Don’t worry about me. I’m coming over after work.”
When she was sick as a child, her mother always worried about catching her germs. Her father was usually away on business. She learned to nurse herself back to health early on.
“Rasheen, I can take care of myself. I am fine.” She blew hard into the tissue. She really didn’t want to be anyone’s burden.
But an hour later, Rasheen was at her door with a bag full of cold medicine, vitamins, and a can of chicken soup and a Subway hero. When she saw what was in the bag, her eyes began to water.
“I didn’t mean to upset you. I just hate to see you sick by yourself,” he said, opening the can of chicken soup.
“I—,” she began, wiping her eyes. “I’m just not used to anyone taking care of me. I usually take care of myself.”
Rasheen kissed her forehead. “I can take care of you, if you let me.” He pulled the covers up to her neck and turned to her favorite channel. While she watched The Apprentice on the couch, she could hear him in the kitchen fixing her meal. In her twenty-nine years, she had never had a man cater to her in such a way. Nannies and chefs were paid to, so it was never the same. She watched Rasheen from the corner of her eye, awkwardly stirring the soup and pouring into one of her fancy bowls. He sat beside her and fed her the soup, spoonful by spoonful. Never speaking a word or asking a question, just keeping his attention totally on her well-being.
“Thank you. I can get used to this,” she said, when she finished eating.
“I hope you do.” He smiled back.
Rasheen spent the night, and for the next three days nursed Alexis to health. He even made love to her on the third day despite her pasty skin, tangled hair, and bad breath. She wondered if she would be able to accept him as he had accepted her.
EVERY JUNE SINCE Alexis was twelve years old, her mother held an all-white summer bash in the Hamptons. She’d hire an event-planning agency to design and decorate the family’s sprawling three-acre house on the beach. Alexis had always wanted to put her creative side to use and work side-by-side with the agency, but her mother insisted that her style was just not up to par with what she was looking for. Instead, her mother allowed her to design the invitations only.
The last two years, she had been attending the family summer soiree with Leonard. This year, she wasn’t sure who to invite. It wasn’t the type of event that one would bring anyone to, because anyone who was anybody was there. Old-money Manhattan socialites, mostly conservative black, affluent politicians and their sons, and distinguished entertainment figures in music and film were on the list. No hip-hop or new-money folks. Alexis did meet a man or two during her seventeen years of attending, but they never seemed to be interested in women like her.
But this year, she was with Rasheen. She figured she’d buy him what to wear, tell him what to say, how to act, how to eat, and then everything should fall into place. Counting the days left to the party, she only had ten to ask Rasheen and get him ready. She did have a choice of just going alone, but that would put her in the position she had always been. She wanted to come with a man. And if anyone asked, Rasheen was a “good friend.”
YOU WANT ME to say what?” Rasheen said, slamming down the Daily News as they sat in her kitchen one Saturday morning after he spent the night.
“If anyone asks you, just say we’re friends. And you’re from out of town and—”
“Da hell I gotta lie for?”
“Because my family will chew you up and spit you out. And me too! It’s a private party, so it’s not big enough that no one will get to talk to us. It’s going to be a big dinner where we all sit around the table and go around and around with stories and conversations,” she said, taking their finished breakfast plates and putting them in the sink.
“So you think I can’t handle that?”
“Rasheen, if someone asked you what college you went to, what would you say?”
“I ain’t go to the college. I went to the school of common sense,” he said, brushing his shoulders off like no one could tell him that wasn’t right.
“If you say that, everyone is gonna think you are a clown. They are expecting to hear Brown, Yale, Columbia, Harvard, and maybe you can skid on by with Howard—just maybe. Alexis sat on the red kitchen countertop. “I went to Barnard, my mother went to Barnard, everyone besides my ninety-nine-year-old great-grandfather all went to college. Your world is not something they can comprehend. They’d think I—”
“You what?” he said, sticking out his chin like he challenged her to say the worst.
Alexis couldn’t look into his face, his thick eyebrows raised, making him look ever more handsome. “That I was out of my mind.”
Rasheen shook his head.
“Anyone my family sees me with, they assume marriage. If they see us together, they will start jumping to conclusions. They’d think you want to marry me for money, or are using me. It would make me look like a fool.” Alexis folded her blue-checkered kitchen towels into neat squares.
Rasheen rubbed his hands together like a whirlwind of thoughts were flowing through his head that he didn’t want to speak.
“What if they ask you if you have kids?”
“I’ll tell them.”
Alexis sighed in frustration. “What if they ask you about your childhood?”
“You know what, Alexis? You think you are all Ms. High Society coming from your family and all, but you just like any woman out there. I seen you with my family, you know how to kick back with regular folks, you like rough sex, you like it when a nigga slaps your ass, call you the nasty names in bed. You like a nigga telling you what to do. You ain’t who you think you are,” he said, standing up. “So I guess we’ll both be fakin’ at this party. I’ll call you later.” He grabbed his keys and left her alone in the apartment.
Alexis couldn’t deny the truth. Though it had been only a few months, Rasheen seemed to have successfully tapped into what she was all about. He saw that wall. The wall of privilege and status that she kept around her as a way to identify herself or separate herself from the average. Rasheen was right. She hated the summer soirees, and she resented her money and status. She thought it made it harder, not better for her to date. She envied Diedre at times because she seemed more real. When she was with men in her class like Leonard or Daxton, she never felt like herself in the bedroom or out of it. This morning, she made Rasheen breakfast and cooked the eggs the way he liked it. She’d never wanted to cook for anyone before.
ALEXIS WAITED FOR hours on Sunday morning for Rasheen to arrive. He hadn’t called, nor was she able to reach him. He was supposed to be coming by to put a new desk in her office, which she rarely used. It wasn’t like him not to at least call or leave a message. She was surprised to see how upset it made her not knowing what he was thinking. She hadn’t felt this vulnerable in a while. Then she took a deep breath and realized that if it was over, then it was over. Maybe he had finally had enough of her crap, she thought.
Just when she was about to call him for the umpteenth time, her phone rang.
“Rasheen! Where are you?” she blasted into the receiver. “If you are planning to dump me, don’t try to be slick about it, just do it—”
“Shut up, please,” he said, sounding stressed. “I had to go pick up my daughter earlier than I thought. It was supposed to be this afternoon. I’m going to have to bring her.”
“Isn’t today supposed to be the day her mother keeps her?” Alexis asked.
“Yeah, but, she taking her out of town next weekend, so I thought it was best for me to see her before she goes.”
“Is there anything I should do?”
“No.” He laughed gently. “We’ll see you in a few.”
Alexis looked at herself in the mirror. She had never been good with kids. They enjoyed pulling on her long hair or making funny faces when she spoke to them. But Rasheida was important to Rasheen, so she was going to try her best.
ALEXIS, RASHEEN, AND his daughter, Rasheida, went to Chuck E. Cheese’s for Sunday brunch. She loved seeing Rasheen and his daughter play together. She saw a side to Rasheen that she thought was only available to her—a sensitive, thoughtful kind of love he poured over his little girl. She felt privileged to meet his little girl, who was just as friendly and handsome as he was. She saw Rasheen the father, the protector, and possibly the man she wanted a future with.
THE DAY OF the family summer Hamptons party had arrived. Rasheen had on an ensemble that knocked Alexis off her feet. He wore not just a white linen suit, but a hand-sewn, tailor-made linen suit that cleaned up his wash-and-wear style quite well. Alexis wore a long, elegant, white, crystal-embellished, flowing linen skirt and white halter top. She gave Rasheen a quick rundown of table etiquette, which he was willing to listen to, but anything else about how to act and what to say, he wasn’t.
Alexis made her entrance with Rasheen just before everyone sat down for an outdoor dinner on the lawn. Fresh-cut flowers lined the outdoor tables. White-gloved servers walked around with cured salmon, shrimp, chicken satay, barbecued short ribs, and baked clams. Champagne poured into tall, thin flutes as lively conversations flowed.
“Darling Alexis. How are you?” Mrs. Paul said in that familiar tone of pity. “You look exquisite.”
“Thank you.” Alexis beamed and smiled at Rasheen, wanting Mrs. Paul to acknowledge him too.
“So darling, where have you been hiding this lovely face?” Mrs. Paul gingerly moved a long lock of hair off her shoulders. “You know you’re not going to find a man locked inside your apartment,” she warned.
“I’ve been around, just busy. You know how it is, Mrs. Paul,” Alexis said, covering her forehead to block the powerful sun. Alexis was good at small talk, but with each word, Rasheen was growing more aggravated.
“Whatsup, Mrs. Paul. I’m Rasheen,” he said, dropping hold of Alexis’s hand.
“Rasheen,” Mrs. Paul said, clutching her neck as if she was choking. “Is that your last name, son?”
Alexis shook in her heels.
“It’s U-Allah. Rasheen U-Allah,” he said, with quiet pride. “Nice, what does that mean?” Mrs. Paul asked, giving Alexis an eye of worry.
“It’s a Five Percenter name. It means ‘Rasheen is God.’ We believe that all men are gods.” He smiled widely at Mrs. Paul’s supposed interest.
Alexis didn’t even know that, and it sounded crazier by the minute.
“Will you excuse me?” Mrs. Paul said, and walked away briskly like she had something in her pants.
Alexis blasted Rasheen with a cold air. “Why did you have to tell her all that? Now she’s gonna start telling people I’m dating a man who belongs to some cult!”
“The Five Percenters are not a cult.”
“I know that, but she doesn’t.” she said, her arms tightly folded. “It’s my name, Alexis,” Rasheen said, his voice tight. “Maybe if you had introduced me, you could have made up something corny like John Brown. Does that sound less ghetto?”
“You didn’t even give me a chance to introduce you!” Alexis said. “Alexis!” her mother called from across the lawn. Her mother waved at her.
Alexis and Rasheen waited until her mother reached them. Alexis hoped he’d finished eating his messy barbecue by then.
“My precious sweetie, so glad you made it,” she said, kissing Alexis on both cheeks.
“This is Rasheen,” Alexis said, as she introduced the two. Her mother stepped back, took one look at his cornrows and tattooed arms, and said a dry “Hello.”
“How you doin’, Ms. Wheels? The barbecue is good. You’ll have to taste mine one day.” He grinned.
“Of coourrse,” her mother said with a long drawl. She stared at his mouth like he had a fungus growing on it, not just stray barbecue sauce. “So, Rasheen, what do you?” she asked.
Alexis began to answer, but Rasheen took over.
“I’m a brick mason. Basically, I work on all the buildings you see around you in the city.” He nosily sucked barbecue from his fingers.
“So you’re one of those street workers?”
“Yeah, I guess,” he said, biting another rib.
Alexis stepped forward. “He works on a lot of the major city contracts. Didn’t you work on one of Trump’s buildings before?”
“Nope,” Rasheen said with a mocking smile.
There was no way she could glamorize construction, Alexis thought.
“Well, I just had to come right over when Mrs. Paul told me you are with some guy who thinks he’s God. Any man who thinks he’s God expects you to treat him accordingly,” her mother said, fanning herself from the summer heat. “Isn’t that right, Raymond?”
“It’s Rasheen,” Alexis said through her teeth. “And he doesn’t think he’s God. Tell her Rasheen.”
“Well, I do think we are all gods. I am a god. So is the black man,” he said, pointing to his chest.
Alexis waved him away like it wasn’t that serious. “Mommy, it’s really complicated.”
“No, it ain’t. Those are my beliefs.”
“I find it delirious and psychotic, frankly.” Her mother laughed, and so did Alexis. Rasheen stood there straight-faced, waiting for Alexis.
“Mommy, Rasheen is not psychotic. Delirious, maybe,” Alexis said, laughing with an uncomfortable grunt here and there. She wanted to make her mother like Rasheen and she thought she could deal with Rasheen liking her, later.
“So now I’m delirious?” Rasheen stared at Alexis, while her mother watched with a smirk. “I think I better excuse myself.”
“Perhaps,” Alexis’s mother said, fanning herself like she was bored. Alexis didn’t say anything.
Rasheen took a few steps toward the door. “You coming?” he asked her.
“I gotta stay, but you go ahead,” she said, immediately wanting to run out with him. She wanted to be with her man, and tonight she was forced to choose.
“Yeah, I’ll do that. I’m gonna go waaay ahead.” With a slow easy swagger, Rasheen walked up to Alexis and said, “Yo, it’s over. Now how delirious is that?”
“Good,” Alexis’s mother said, putting her arms around Alexis as they watched Rasheen walk away. “Now we don’t have to hold on to our purses so tight. And I hope he doesn’t think he can leave here with that plate of food he’s carrying.”
But Alexis felt as hard as a stone, and even more alone than she had before Rasheen walked into her life.
__________
 
ALEXIS MET DIEDRE for dinner the next evening at Ida Mae’s and broke the news to her. “I broke up with Rasheen.”
“He opened something in your name? Prince tried to pull that shit with me once. I told him I’m not the one,” Diedre said as she sipped on a red wine.
“He killed somebody,” Alexis revealed, her shoulders slumped. She didn’t want to admit the truth about embarassing him in front of her family.
“Who did he kill?”
“He told me he was arrested at seventeen for a petty misdemenor. Now he tells me he stabbed a man to death.”
“Why?” Diedre seemed unmoved. “It must have been something horrible for him to do that.”
“There is no excuse for taking someone’s life.”
Diedre stopped chewing. “Honey, what happened?”
Alexis closed her eyes. “He said he killed his mother’s drug dealer because he was raping her and he was about to rape Rasheen too.”
Diedre reached for her full glass of water and finished it. “My God, Alexis, he was a teenager defending his family. I would think that is more commendable than deplorable. And drug dealers who rape women and children aren’t exactly on the top of my favorite people list.”
Alexis shook her head in frustration. “I don’t know what to make of it. My mom even asked me if he killed anyone. She sensed something about him. She thinks he is just bad news. One way or another, I don’t think Rasheen is for me.” Alexis dabbed the corners of her eyes.
“That is your mother talking, honey. You have to live for you. So you dump Rasheen, and then what? Please your mother? You are almost thirty; you can’t live your life that way. Your mother can’t even please herself,” she said, holding Alexis’s hand.
“I miss him so bad,” she said.
“I think you should first decide if you just miss having him around or if you can really see yourself married to a man like him,” Diedre said as she passed Alexis some tissues.
Alexis responded with a shaky laugh. “I know he is trying to show me how committed he is. I’m just scared. I don’t want to be alienated from my family.”
“When a woman or man marries, he forsakes all others. That is because at some point you gotta be like, ‘Fuck it, it’s time to do me.’ You betta go call that man and work it out. You both may be a little different, but I think you can both feed off each other and be better people.”
Alexis smiled underneath her sadness.
A MONTH LATER, Rasheen showed up at Alexis’s apartment with his Home Depot uniform and open arms. “It’s all or nothing and I want all of you,” he said at the doorway. “Boy,” Alexis sighed. “You done wore me down already,” she said wrapping her arms around his neck. “This time, I’m not gonna just walk away,” he said. He also insisted on paying the utilities with his part-time job as a sales clerk for Home Depot. She loved and respected his independence. With his new job at Home Depot, he bought some supplies and built extra shelves in her kitchen. Nothing had changed from before, except the sex. It had reached a deeper level of intimacy to wake up next to him every morning, see the crust in his eyes, and the feel of his breath on the back her neck.
Soon after, Rasheen moved in. To celebrate their new live-in status, Rasheen surprised her one Tuesday evening at home with Mrs. Shirley’s fried chicken and waffles. Alexis was glad that Rasheen went out his way, or back to his old way, to surprise her with her new favorite meal.
“Has your mother called you back yet?” he asked, spreading some butter on his browned waffles.
“I called like five times, and one of them I told her you had moved in. So I know she is pissed off. I’ll give her a few more months before she knocks on our door.” Alexis fed him a piece of chicken.
“Is that how often you see her usually?” he asked.
“Yes, if she’s not in France or Italy working with art galleries there,” Alexis said.
“I would really like to get to know her. I doubt she has a good idea on what I’m about.”
“Trust me, she does. That is why she is keeping away. My mother is not the most open-minded person.”
“I’m glad you are,” he said. “Or we wouldn’t be here, right now.” Alexis realized how close she was at losing out on her first meaningful relationship with a man. She didn’t run away like she usually did. She was proud of the two of them for facing a difficulty and getting past it. Sometimes, she wished her parents could have done the same.
Rasheen smeared some syrup on her lips and sucked it off. “I love you,” he said.
“I love you, too,” she said, and silently thanked herself for growing up. No amount of money or expensive dinners or steamy sex could make her as happy as she was now with Rasheen, sitting on the living-room floor and eating fried chicken and waffles.
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No More Playas
by Brenda Jackson
 
AVAILABLE NOW FROM ST. MARTIN’S GRIFFIN
 
Lance crossed the room when he saw Asia and the woman she was with heading toward the door. He made it to them before they got there. “Good evening, ladies.”
If looks could kill, he’d be a goner.
He met Asia’s eyes. “I was hoping that you would dance with me before leaving, Asia.”
She took a step back. “Sorry to disappoint you, but you were hoping wrong because I—”
“I think the two of you should dance together.”
Asia turned and narrowed her gaze at her sister, who merely dismissed the look with a chuckle. “If the two of you haven’t noticed, you’re about to cause a scene. It’s not often you can get two well-known adversaries in the same place. I’d say in a few minutes, the two of you will start getting hounded by reporters, who’ll start asking questions—and they might be questions neither of you want to answer right now. So maybe it’s not such a bad idea to get lost in the mist of the other couples on the dance floor for a while. Besides, I see someone I know over there, a guy who went to college with me at Georgetown, and I want to scoot over and say hello to him, so don’t think you’ll be deserting me, Asia.” Claire walked off, leaving her sister alone with Lance Montgomery.
“Come dance with me, Asia.” And before she could decline, Lance took her hands in his and led her toward the dance floor.
__________
 
THE MOMENT LANCE took Asia into his arms, she whispered, “You, Lance Montgomery, are an arrogant ass.”
Lance was not stunned by her words, nor was he surprised. “And you, Asia Fowler, are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever had the privilege of meeting.”
She glared up at him. “I’m sure you said the same thing to Rachel Cason that night.” The moment they left her lips, Asia wished she could take back the words. The last thing she wanted was for him to know how much his actions that night had hurt her.
“No, I didn’t tell her that. In fact, I asked her to leave seconds after you did. The only woman who shared my bed that night was you.”
“Am I supposed to believe that?”
“I’m hoping that you do, since it’s the truth. I wronged you, and I want to apologize—”
“Spare me any explanations, and there is no need to apologize. Your true colors came out that night, Lance. I was operating with blinders on, but now I see clearly. All I was to you was a conquest, a challenge, someone you wanted to bring down a peg or two. Well, now the game is over, and I hope you got all the satisfaction that you wanted, and I pray after tonight we won’t ever see each other again. In fact, I’m going to make it a point that our paths don’t cross again.”
She’d stopped dancing and had started to walk off. The only thing he could think about was that she was fighting him, putting distance between them, and he refused to let that happen. With a mixture of panic and desperation, he took her hand in his and quickly led her off the dance floor, to a deserted area outside the hall. He pulled her beneath an empty stairway.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she asked when they came to a stop, snatching her hand from his. “How dare you—?”
His mouth swooped down on hers, seizing it in a sensuous assault, grinding her lips apart, forcing them to open to him. At first she resisted, as he had expected, but soon he felt the fight leave her, and her mouth slowly opened beneath his. Moments later, she wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her body close to his.
He deepened the kiss as his mouth moved urgently and greedily on hers. He would melt her defenses and put a crack in that wall she had erected.
Lance lifted his head. When he looked down at Asia, her eyes darkened in absolute passion. Then when it hit her what they had done, she stared up at him in seemingly stunned anger. She raised her hand and slapped him. “You had no right to do that,” she said in blazing fury. “I am an engaged woman,” she said, backing up a step. “How dare you continue this game!”
Something snapped within Lance. He recovered the distance. “This is not a game, Asia. I love you.”
“Love!” she choked out the word. “Give me a break. You wouldn’t know the meaning of the word if it came up and bit you in the ass. I hate you,” she all but screamed, not caring who was around to hear her words. Her chest rose and fell in sharp, fuming breaths. She took another step back. “And I’m warning you not to ever come near me again, Lance. If you do, you’ll be sorry.”
She turned and quickly walked away toward the ballroom, but not before Lance saw her tears.
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Turth or Dare
by Delilah Dawson
 
AVAILABLE MARCH 2006 FROM ST. MARTIN’S PAPERBACKS
 
I dare you to kiss me. Right here, right now—”
Kai sucked the last word right off her lips, his tongue delving against hers, her breath trapped. She instantly reacted by clutching him and responding.
Her weak moan drove him to sink his fingers into her hair with one hand and pull her closer to the planes of his body with the other. It was an effort to try to get a grip on his desire and set the pace.
She tasted even better than he’d imagined . . . wine and melon, heat and need. It was like tasting something forbidden. The world receded until he couldn’t hear anything but her single soft moan, could feel nothing but her subtle surrender, until time whirled around them and they were both gasping for breath. A slight tremor transferred from her body to his, settling into the tightening, hard weight of his arousal.
“Oh my . . .” She blinked dreamily at him, a drowsy drunken expression on her face.
Kai closed his eyes and tried to force the blindsiding passion from searing through his remaining logic.
Attraction or not, he wasn’t about to take advantage of a drunk woman. He was willing to be her stud provider, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to cross the line and take advantage of her this way. If she were much more sober, he’d have no problem, but she was completely lit.
Her other arm was still around his shoulders and the sex-crazed part of him knew that in a few calculated moves, he could have her dress up, his pants down, and be buried deep inside her. . . .
He bit back a groan.
She reached up to kiss him again, but he avoided her.
“What?”
“You’re drunk, honey.”
Sonya immediately tensed, her expression changing to cool indignation and embarrassment.
“Nope. Jussa a little tipsy,” she said quietly. “I feel fine. Honest.” The devil in Kai was continuously smacking its forehead against a granite slab. “Honey, you feel so much better than just fine, but we both know you’re not.”
Sonya eyed his lips, her own still puffy from the hard kisses. “But—”
Kai touched a finger to her lips detaining her from her mission. The contact was warm and her remaining words trembled there.
He pulled his hand back. “I started this, and I intend to finish it. But you made the rule about respecting each other and we agreed to play by the rules.”
An icy trickle of guilt came at him from nowhere. The words “Truth or Dare” mocked him.
“I guess this is goodnight then,” Sonya said.
Kai ignored the parts of his body that screamed for reprieve. He regretfully looked at her lovely breasts, then adjusted her clothes into some semblance of propriety. “Yeah.”
He rubbed his jaw, the sensuous taste of her still lingering on his tongue. Their eyes met again and he held it, reveling in the sweet need there.
Sonya blushed and looked away, panting quietly, with such polite restraint that it tied him up in knots.
One last kiss, he told himself. One last one to let her know he hadn’t lost interest. He brushed her lips again, just long enough to hear her sigh of longing. The very tip of her tongue flicked over his bottom lip, starting to pull him under again.
It wasn’t until she’d disappeared into her room that he deciphered the words she whispered before the mind-altering kisses.
Carpe Diem.
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Dirty Little Secrets
by Joy King
 
AVAILABLE JUNE 2006 FROM ST. MARTIN’S GRIFFIN
 
Hi Mark,” I said, trying to sound cheerful although I was be--Z L coming increasingly miserable.
“Listen baby, I know you’ve been working hard and might be feeling stressed.” That was an understatement, I said to myself.
“I’m taking you to dinner tonight, so you can relax and discuss the plans I have laid out for your future. I’ll pick you up at eight.” Dinner sounded nice, but I would’ve preferred an all day spa pass. Sitting with Mark discussing my future as a rap star wasn’t exactly appealing to me. Maybe tonight I would use this opportunity to Explain that to Mark. I hadn’t signed anything and the lawyers were still working out the terms of my contract for the label, which all seemed suspect to me. When Mark originally introduced me to the attorney he hooked me up with, he was rushing me to sign the papers without explaining shit to me. I opted to go with an attorney Ella was dating, and he basically told me my deal was garbage and I would be signing away my life and my first born. I heard Mark’s specialty was fucked up contracts and I told him to forget it. He tried to pacify me, so my attorney and the label’s attorney have been in heavy negotiations ever since.
Mark picked me up right on time, which pleased me because that meant I could make our dinner short and be back home in a couple of hours.
“You look beautiful tonight, Tyler.” I was happy to hear him call me by my birth name and not that ridiculous Citrus, although I was somewhat dressed like a citrus. I had on an orange chiffon baby doll dress that the stylist picked up from Versace. She decided that my entire wardrobe needed to reflect the whole Citrus flavor. I was basically going to look like a fruit all year round. The whole concept was ludicrous.
“Thanks Mark. Have you decided where we’re going for dinner?
“I had my chef prepare an intimate dinner at my place. There we can have privacy and talk about your future with LaFamilia.” That actually sounded good to me. Maybe I wouldn’t be home in a couple hours like I planned, but at least I didn’t have to be in a restaurant around a bunch of people. Plus I wanted some privacy when I broke the news to Mark that I no longer wanted to pursue the whole female rapper profession.
We pulled up to Mark’s elaborate house in New Jersey. I had never been to his home before but heard how beautiful it was. When we walked inside, it was undeniably stunning, but I had lived and been around houses like this since I was a little girl. It was going to take more than this to impress me. We walked to the dining room where the table was perfectly prepared. Mark poured me a glass of champagne as the chef fixed our plates. After finishing up the delicious gourmet meal, Mark and I stayed at the table and continued making small talk. After an hour, Mark excused the chef and his two helpers, telling them they were no longer needed for the evening and that he would see them tomorrow.
“Tyler, we finally have the house to ourselves,” Mark said in a mac daddy voice. When he swaggered over to my chair and caressed his fingers through the loose curls of my hair I instantly became uncomfortable.
“What are you doing Mark?” I asked while shifting my head, letting him know his behavior was inappropriate.
“What do you think I’m doing Tyler?”
“I don’t know, but you’re making me very uncomfortable, so please stop.”
“That’s what I love about you Tyler, you have entitlement issues. You truly believe that you have a right to do and say whatever you want. I’m going to enjoy teaching you otherwise. Once I break you down, our working relationship will be so much easier.”
“Excuse me!”
“I didn’t stutter. It’s time to introduce you to the real world and get you out of that fantasy princess shit you live in.”
“Mark, you sound real crazy, so I’m ready to go, now.”
“See what I mean? You’re under the impression that you can leave just because Tyler wants to. It doesn’t work like that. You leave when I tell you to. But before you go anywhere, I want you to come over here like a good little girl and kiss daddy’s dick.”
I watched Mark in disgust. This was all the fat fuck wanted from the start. Did he really think I was going to suck his dick? He was sorely mistaken. I would bite the shit off before I sucked anything.
“Mark, maybe the champagne has you a little tipsy, or you’ve just lost your fucking mind, but regardless, none of that is jumpin’ off.”
“If you want to become the next big thing you better make it jump off. Understand Tyler, I make you, you don’t make me, because I’m already made. I’ve got my millions and I will make millions more. I can go out tomorrow and find another Tyler Blake and turn her into Citrus. Nobody would know the difference. So if I was you, I would crawl on my hands and knees and suck this dick until I beg you to stop or your career as a superstar is over. Do you understand me you ungrateful cunt?”
I laughed uncontrollably and couldn’t stop. I could tell Mark thought I was on something and wasn’t sure if he should shake the shit out of me, or ask for whatever I was on so he could laugh too. But once he realized I was laughing at him, his attitude shifted back to what it was. I continued to laugh before turning serious.
“You think I care about being your quote ‘superstar’? Baby, I’m already a star, the world just doesn’t know it yet. But look at you. You’re nobody’s star. You’re just a fat fuck with an overinflated ego that nobody would give a shit about, if it wasn’t for the fact you bamboozled your way in this business with your drug money and rode the coattail of a real talent like Tah Tah. Nigga I don’t need you or LaFamilia Records. As a matter of fact, I was going to tell you I wanted out of this farce of a career. I’m no rapper, never was. I let you get me caught up in some bullshit dream that I never wanted to be a part of. When I do become a star and make my millions it won’t be by sucking the dick of a clown ass wannabe Berry Gordy cat like you.
I picked up my purse and pulled out my cell phone to call a cab and get the hell out of Mark’s house. I knew the look he had on his face and it meant trouble, but it wasn’t happening tonight. There was a champagne bottle sitting right in front of me on the table, and if Mark stepped any closer I was busting it over his head. Somebody was going to die tonight if that motherfucker put his hands on me. The thought of being raped again was too much for me to handle. At this point I would rather take my chances catching a case than letting another man violate my body.
“Mark, whatever you’re thinking, rethink it fast. If you put your hands on me, you better kill me; because if I make it out of this house alive, not only will I file criminal charges against you, I will make it my mission to destroy whatever respectable reputation you think you have in the music business.”
By the intense look on Mark’s face he knew I wasn’t bluffing. “Have it your way Tyler, but we will cross paths again, and next time I might not be so willing to let you go. I’m sure you’ll have no problem finding your way home.”
With that, Mark went upstairs and left me alone. I called a car service and finished drinking the last glass of champagne while waiting for my ride. Once again I was back to square one trying to figure out my life. I wondered how much longer I would have to battle for my rightful place.
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Breshford Jackson’s office was on the forty-sixth floor of an office building located on Water Street. This had been the longest two weeks Giovanna could remember. She waited for her sisters in the reception area. Their appointment with Mr. Jackson was in fifteen minutes. She surveyed the area, where young women in low-cut blouses and with shiny, long tresses tapped their computer keys in a manic frenzy. Lush fern plants hung from cathedral ceilings, giving the brown and gold interior a splash of color. The wood panels were a deep, rich reddish brown trimmed with delicate gold pyramid shapes. Even the floors were dressed with a luxurious red wine-colored rug. Giovanna thought that Mr. Jackson’s office outshone hers in style. And there was just one large, cherry-red wooden slide in the door that had Breshford Jackson, Esq. on the front.
Fatima and Keyah walked toward Giovanna, who signaled for them when they walked off the elevator. She couldn’t wait any longer to see who was behind the big wooden door.
“I hope you’re not mad that we didn’t get here sooner; Fatima had a late hair client,” Keyah said, grabbing a chair next to Giovanna.
“We are not late. Are we?” Fatima adjusted the neckline to her fitted black suit jacket, something she wasn’t used to wearing. “Is he here?”
“Yes, ladies,” Giovanna said, putting on her wide black Dior shades. She stood up and smoothed down her white pleated dress. “When we get in there, let me do the talking. Two lawyers think alike.”
Keyah and Fatima agreed as they checked in with the secretary. The blonde assistant dialed his extension. When she hung up, she said, “Go right in.”
Giovanna led the way as Keyah and Fatima followed. The tall wooden door slid open by itself. Giovanna didn’t stop, but she heard Fatima and Keyah take notice.
And there he was. Standing at no less than six-three, with a clean-shaven face, caramel-coated skin, and a close-cropped haircut that was lined evenly around his square face, Mr. Jackson stood up behind his desk as the ladies walked in and showed them their seats.
“Good evening, ladies,” Mr. Jackson said, sitting down with a boyish grin. He folded his fingers into his hands and placed them on his shellacked wooden desk. A well-placed lamp spotlighted his well-kept work space, which contained neat stacks of folders and an hourglass. A tall antique cherrywood bookcase lined the wall to his right. Dozens of awards and degrees, some from Yale and Brown, hung on the opposite side. Giovanna looked carefully to make sure they all had his name.
Keyah and Fatima smiled and nodded, but not Giovanna. She wasn’t as smitten as most women by an attractive black man in a suit. “Good evening, Mr. Jackson. We’d really like to get down to business whenever you are ready,” Giovanna said, handing him some forms of identification.
He scanned them over. “As you ladies may already know, I’m the executor of your grandmother’s will. A very fine, gracious woman she was, who loved you all dearly. I met her three years ago. She was referred to me by the daughter of another client, who said they met at church. And since then I have been managing her affairs.”
“What affairs?” Giovanna asked, her eyes squinted in concentration.
“Before we go there, are there any other relatives?” Mr. Jackson jotted a few things down in his notepad.
Giovanna shook her head no. “Our mother committed suicide after the death of our father. I’m the oldest, and I was fifteen at the time. Upon her death, my grandmother took us all in and raised us. She became our new mother.”
“She tried her best with us, and always made sure our needs were met,” Fatima added, the sound of despair in her voice.
“I’m sorry, ladies. Your grandmother did speak fondly of all of you. Let me read the will to you . . . ,” Mr. Jackson said, sliding on his thin-rimmed glasses and resting them on the tip of his nose.
Fatima raised her hand. “I want Grandma June’s china set. That’s the one that Mommy had, and I’ve already made a space in my cabinet for it.”
“She told me I could have it! I don’t even own a matching set of dishes,” Keyah said, moving her neck in a circular motion. “Ain’t that right, Mr. Jackson?”
Mr. Jackson looked down at the will.
Giovanna shut her eyes. This all had to be some joke, she thought to herself. Grandma June was just eating Premium crackers and drinking coffee with her two months ago, and here they were fighting over a will.
“Would you two stop bickering? I’m sure Grandma June has who gets what in her will,” Giovanna said, noticing Mr. Jackson’s pensive look.
He rested his chin on his folded hands. “Actually, she doesn’t mention any of those things.”
Fatima anxiously asked, “What does it say, then?”
Keyah sat slumped in the chair, looking ever more uncomfortable by the minute.
“Well, now that I have your undivided attention, I’ll read it to you.” Mr. Jackson opened a folder on his desk and read from a long sheet. “I, Juneah Mable Anderson of 675 Halsey Avenue in Brooklyn, New York, being of sound and disposing mind, do hereby make, publish, and declare the following to be my Last Will and Testament. I declare that I am widowed and I have one deceased child. I appoint Breshford Jackson of 234 Park Avenue in New York, New York, as sole executor under this, my last will, in witness whereof I have set my hand this day . . . ”
Fatima lost all patience. “Can you please just tell us in your own words?”
Mr. Jackson’s eyes twinkled when he looked at Fatima. He seemed to like her aggression.
Giovanna knew that he couldn’t read the will any other way. “That’s how a will is written. You just have to sit and be patient,” she said to Fatima, who kept tapping her foot on the ground for more.
“May I continue?” Mr. Jackson asked.
Giovanna glared at her sisters. “Yes.”
Mr. Jackson cleared his throat and read the remainder of the will. “. . . I give and bequeath to Giovanna Anderson, Keyah Anderson, and Fatima Anderson, my beloved granddaughters, three million dollars—”
“Oh my God!” Keyah shot up from her chair. “Three million dollars? I think I’m gonna catch a fit. Grandma didn’t have that kind of—”
Fatima brought her hands to her mouth to hold in a scream, but Giovanna could hear her anyway.
Giovanna pushed her shoulders back and maintained her posture. Her lips were a thin line across her mouth. There had to be a typo, she thought. “Let me see that. . .” She smiled and extended her hand.
“I’m not done yet,” Mr. Jackson said, arching one eyebrow. “May I continue?”
Key ah sat back down and put her arm across Fatima’s shoulders. Tears were rolling down their cheeks. Their reaction made it more real to Giovanna, who was still in shock. There was just no way this made any sense to her.
Beginning again, Mr. Jackson read, “In order for you to get this money you all have to marry the fathers of your children before midnight, six months from the date this is being read. If you don’t all marry, the money will be sent to Women United, a charity where other unwed mothers can benefit from the money.”
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